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From 1911 the Journal of the Burma Research Society (JBRS) cov- 
ered virtually all subjects pertaining to Burma and functioned 
as a serious publication for all enthusiasts—archaeologists, lin- 
guists, historians, epigraphers, ethnographers, art historians 
and more, until it was shut down by the Myanmar military in 
1980. In 2011, on the eve of what was to become a momentous 
decade of social and political change in Myanmar, an organizing 
committee of seven Burmese and three Western scholars met at 
Yale University with a mission to reestablish the JBRS for Bur- 
mese scholars in the humanities and social sciences. The new In- 
dependent Journal of Burmese Scholarship (IJBS) was convened 
with “independent” in its title to emphasize its total independ- 
ence from any government agency or body in Burma or abroad. 

The organizing committee soon added six members based in 
Burma and began hosting thematic workshops and publishing 
issues with funds raised by Yale University, the Open Society 
Foundations, and the Luce Foundation. Our journal issues, like 
our website, make every effort to be bilingual in both English 
and Burmese. Our mission is to provide a forum for incisive pub- 
lications that contribute to the knowledge of and in Myanmar, 
with a preference for open access, accessibility and readability 
over paywalls, esoteric prose and dense theorization. In order to 
remain fully independent and publish more fully without fear or 
favor, the IJBS moved its base of operations outside of Myanmar, 
to the Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Devel- 
opment at Chiang Mai University, Thailand, after the 1 February 
2021 military coup. In addition to print, issues are also published 
online (https://ijbs.online) in PDF and HTML format with digital 
hyperlinks and footnotes. 
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Pictured: Journalists who bravely choose 
to stay and work in Myanmar at immense 
personal risk report from home in 2022. 
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Introduction to the Special Issue on Journalism: 
The Inside Scoop After the Coup 


Thant Sin 
Abstract 


This article introduces the special issue by explaining the work- 
shop that inspired it and the reasons for its existence. The issue 
features seven original articles across a broad array of genres, 
from personal memoir to media studies. The articles include, 
among other things, conceptualization of the labor of profes- 
sional journalists after the 2021 coup, the interactions between 
foreign trainers and Burmese journalists before the 2021 coup, 
and what it is like surviving day by day in Insein prison as a for- 
eign news editor facing trumped up sedition charges. The high- 
est-level impact on the media sector, from the coup and the mil- 
itary’s and its proxies’ repression of journalists, is the reestab- 
lishment of a bifurcated inside/outside-the-country dynamic, 
with the long-term effects of this still to be seen. 


Introduction 


In this special issue we hear from Myanmar and foreign journal- 
ists and editors, a journalism trainer, freedom of expression ac- 
tivists, scholars of journalism, and media founders about the 
consequences of the 1 February 2021 military coup on Myan- 
mar’s journalism and media industries. This brief article intro- 
duces and contextualizes the seven original contributions to this 
special issue and finishes with some reflections on the future of 
Myanmar journalism. 

This special issue is a product of the Myanmar Media Update 
workshop held by the Independent Journal of Burmese Scholar- 
ship (IJBS) on 29 March 2022 in Chiang Mai, Thailand, supported 
by the Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Devel- 
opment (RCSD), Chiang Mai University, and the Myanmar 
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Research Center (MRC), Australian National University. At the 
workshop, 20 participants presented in front of a generous 
online and in-person audience over a full day of panel discus- 
sions, and there were three screenings of short documentary 
films. The workshop was well attended by scholars, media prac- 
titioners, and other stakeholders, notwithstanding the chal- 
lenges posed by COVID-19 regulations, which saw several at- 
tendees directed away from the workshop venue after testing 
positive on arrival, and security concerns, which limited promo- 
tion of the event to the wider public. Not all of the presentations 
at the workshop made it into this final issue, but some interested 
parties who could not attend the workshop submitted additional 
original contributions. In total, five of the seven articles in this 
issue were outcomes of panels at the workshop. 

Hosting a workshop during the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
just a year after the military coup, had its challenges, but the 
IJBS Myanmar Media Update successfully served two important 
purposes. First, it provided a safe space for media practitioners 
joining remotely from Myanmar, and for those recently arrived 
in Thailand, to network and share their experiences of and per- 
spectives on the coup and its aftermath. All the Myanmar work- 
shop participants suggested that they had suffered from, at the 
very least, some form of dislocation and trauma in the year since 
the coup. In the worst examples, they had lost their livelihoods, 
homes, friends and colleagues, and were detained, tortured, and 
even imprisoned, just for doing their job—or for no reason at all. 

Second, the workshop provided a focal point for media prac- 
titioners to meet and converse with foreign trainers, donors and 
organizations supporting journalism in Myanmar. The Myan- 
mar military’s immense repression of the press following the 
coup threw the sector into disarray at a time when it was still 
struggling for financial independence. Media organizations had 
already been trying to shift their revenue models away from in- 
ternational donor funding and advertisements and towards 
other models to remain viable in the face of digital disruption 
and the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.’ Almost 


‘For a detailed explanation of one example, see Zirulnick, 2020. 


10 | Thant Sin 


immediately after the coup, most outlets were arbitrarily 
banned or found themselves unable to continue operating in the 
increasingly inhospitable environment. After the coup, nearly 
all media organizations changed their products and services of- 
fered, operations, staffing, and methods, significantly affecting 
costs and revenues. Donor funding became paramount for many 
organizations’ immediate survival, let alone sustainability. 


Inside the Special Issue on Journalism 


After political changes in the years following the promulgation 
of the military’s 2008 Constitution and the reestablishment of 
civilian participation in parliamentary politics, the liberaliza- 
tion of the Myanmar media sector increased visibility of the mil- 
itary’s crimes and allowed public discussion of important, long- 
suppressed, and long-obfuscated topics. Sensitive issues like in- 
equality, intercommunal and ethnic conflicts, and land-grabs 
began to feature frequently on the front pages and broadcasts of 
returned exile media organizations and rapidly mushrooming 
new journals and newspapers.’ Before these changes, decades of 
military censorship had stifled the right to information and the 
ability of free media to influence Burmese politics. The new, 
more permissive reporting environment facilitated the poten- 
tial institutionalization of democracy and legitimization and en- 
trenchment of civil society,’ and most of the public could again 
consume critical news reported from their own cities and re- 
gions* without needing to constantly read between the lines.” 
Many challenges for journalism remained,° but the decade of 


? Burrett, 2017. 

>For a discussion of this as a ‘hybrid public sphere’, see Middleton & Tay Zar 
Myo Win, 2021. 

* Plenty of pernicious publishing continued however, if mildly diluted 
(Atkinson, 2020). 

* Allott, 1994. 

° Myanmar Musings, 2017; 2018; 2019; 2020; 2021. For a nuanced and honest 
account of some of the other challenges of reporting during the decade 
leading up to the 2021 coup, see Eaint Thiri Thu, 2019. 
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2011-2021 was for many a more liberal one than what came be- 
fore. 

Myo Thawdar’s article, the first in this special issue, takes 
an uncompromising look at what happened when the Myanmar 
military launched its 2021 coup in the midst of this changed and 
changing media environment, where exile media organizations 
had returned and taken root, a new generation of journalists had 
never experienced reporting under direct censorship, and me- 
dia workers could expose injustice in relative safety—though 
still at the mercy of both the military and the incumbent civilian 
government—in real-time thanks to digital technology. The ar- 
ticle provides examples of how in 2021 the military aimed to sys- 
tematically squeeze the sector into submission through issuing 
decrees, amending laws, revoking licenses, raiding media of- 
fices, and intimidating, torturing and even killing journalists. 
Based on interviews with 17 media outlets, Myo Thawdar’s com- 
prehensive evaluation of the first year after the coup ends with 
recommendations to the military, as well as to international and 
other stakeholders, for a return to an environment where local 
media in Myanmar can again become sustainable. 

Her damning, depressing survey of crimes against journal- 
ists displays in stark terms exactly what relationship the Myan- 
mar military desires to have with the media, as they fight to con- 
trol and benefit from the country’s territory, people and re- 
sources. Not only does Myo Thawdar highlight many individual 
humiliations and subjugations of media workers by the military, 
but she also outlines the legal theater being performed by the 
new State Administration Council (SAC), and the laws and acts it 
used as excuses for its political prosecutions and outlet closures. 
This wide-ranging report is valuable for its steady approach to 
recording what has been the most difficult year for Myanmar 
journalists in the twenty-first century. 

The next article, by media scholars Lisa Brooten and Jane 
Madlyn McElhone, focuses on young professional journalists 
and their experiences in the first 18 months after the February 
2021 coup. Both authors were deeply involved in editing the 
2019 book, Myanmar Media in Transition: Legacies, Challenges and 
Change, which has become the definitive long-form text on the 
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halting liberalizations and threats affecting the media in the 
decade preceding the coup.’ In their article for this issue, 
Brooten and McElhone draw on discussions with several female 
Burmese journalists to explore the ways in which professional, 
independent media workers in Myanmar perform a unique type 
of creative labor that combines professionalism with revolution, 
and is entails varying degrees of precarity. 

In doing so, the authors draw on comparative work from 
writers who discuss the experiences of journalists in other con- 
flict-affected areas such as Syria and Afghanistan and draw dis- 
tinctions in professionalism between the generation of media 
workers that emerged after the 1988 uprising in Burma and the 
younger independent media workers of the 2021 Spring Revolu- 
tion. For Brooten and McElhone, new Myanmar media workers’ 
labor in response to the coup is precarious, embodied work, car- 
ried out by members of the communities affected by conflict. 
This labor vitally contributes to imagining new possibilities for 
their country as a first step towards building a new nation. 
Brooten and McElhone argue that examining the embodied ex- 
periences of Myanmar media workers and their affective prox- 
imity to violence moves understandings beyond the stale no- 
tions of distance that dominate most literature on journalism 
and conflict. 

This article is notable for its inclusive methodology—in that 
it was put together with five female independent media workers 
sharing a panel at the Myanmar Media Update workshop in 
2022—and for its efforts to push forward a new conceptualiza- 
tion of media workers’ creative labor and where that labor leads 
the revolution. It covers the familiar tension between journal- 
ism and activism with empathy and deep understanding of the 
complex context in Myanmar. The authors’ enthusiasm for the 
need for “contextual objectivity” makes it important reading for 
all scholars of media work in conflict environments, and for 
scholars of Burmese labor. 

The third article in this special issue similarly reminds read- 
ers of the difficulties faced by media workers and organizations 


7 Brooten et al., 2019. 
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since the coup. Kyaw Swar takes direct aim at international do- 
nor organizations and questions their disbursement practices, 
wondering why so many quality media outlets have struggled 
for financial support following the coup. It is widely known in 
the media community that Myanmar journalists remaining in- 
side the country have suffered salary cuts of half or more since 
the coup, with some now receiving no wages at all, and Kyaw 
Swar’s article is firmly on these journalists’ side. For those who 
left Myanmar and were fortunate enough to maintain an in- 
come, they still had to travel overland to border areas and/or 
abroad—expensive and risky undertakings—with little or no 
support. 

Kyaw Swar shares the urgency of Myo Thawdar and includes 
recommendations for local and international stakeholders to 
better support independent Myanmar news media going for- 
ward. He highlights the importance of technological support 
and safety and protection concerns, and he encourages more 
training on reporting news without bias. As a founder of an in- 
dependent news agency before the coup and a former student 
leader and researcher, Kyaw Swar’s perspective is informed by 
a well-rounded view of how the media intersects with civil soci- 
ety and can be a force towards achieving federal democracy. 

In a similar vein, Hsu Htet’s article drills deep into the rea- 
sons for and challenges encountered in founding a new media 
organization inside Myanmar following the coup. The new or- 
ganization, Lu Nge Khit, is aimed at a youth audience, with pod- 
casts, talkback and other programming, on top of regular news 
reporting. Hsu Htet outlines the organization’s core objectives 
and explains the founders’ determination to counter the mili- 
tary’s disinformation and rampant misinformation in Myanmar, 
having grown up themselves under military rule without the in- 
ternet or smartphones, when access to information was far more 
limited and military propaganda omnipresent.* While a wide- 
ranging recent survey claims that “most (Myanmar) netizens do 


* Though exile media organizations did their best to compete with military 
and other propaganda and form an alternative public sphere in Myanmar 
from abroad (Labbe, 2016). 
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not trust or support military propaganda”,’ the longer that the 
current incarnation of military rule continues its propaganda 
and information warfare against the public, the more important 
alternative outlets targeting younger generations, like Lu Nge 
Khit, become. 

An important contribution made by Hsu Htet, as a media 
founder struggling to run a newsroom in post-coup Myanmar, is 
that Facebook’s policies, procedures and algorithms are almost 
as destructive and problematic for freedom of the press and ac- 
cess to information in Myanmar as the military’s systematic re- 
pression. She notes the importance of Facebook for Burmese 
media consumers, before and after the coup, and expresses frus- 
tration that Lu Nge Khit must rely on Facebook with its vagaries. 
The problematic engagement, and lack of engagement, by the 
billion-dollar company (now under its parent company Meta) 
with Myanmar users and communities continues to be critically 
explored by media scholars," though this research is usually dis- 
regarded by the gargantuan, globally influential company." 

Shifting perspectives to that of a Dutch foreigner involved 
in training, supporting and working with journalists in Myan- 
mar after 2012, Kay Mastenbroek’s article adopts a personal tone 
to describe how Myanmar journalists adapted to new press free- 
doms in the decade prior to the coup and how Western media 
trainers both succeeded and failed in influencing the direction 
of Myanmar journalism. As a media practitioner with a docu- 
mentary and broadcast media background, he centers his focus 
on Burmese broadcast journalism, highlighting lack of competi- 
tion, long isolation from evolving audio-visual norms abroad, 
top-down management styles and a mismatch with Anglo-Saxon 
methods of storytelling as significant factors in how broadcast 


° Ryan & Tran, 2022. 

Recent important examples (following much analysis on the role Facebook 
plays in facilitating intercommunal violence and ethnic cleansing, which 
constituted the first round of scholarship on Facebook in Myanmar) include 
Bachtold, 2022; Myat The-Thitsar, 2022; Whitten-Woodring , 2020; Wittekend 
& Faxon, 2022. 

“ A notable exception being its half-hearted attempts to bar Myanmar 
military organs and proxies from engaging with the platform (Reed, 2021). 


Thant Sin | 15 


media took root in Myanmar during this time. The article also 
refers to the negative attitudes towards the media of the Na- 
tional League for Democracy government of 2016-2021 and the 
National Unity Government of 2021 to the present, noting that 
while journalism is an important tool for undermining military 
rule, it is equally critical for maturing democracies, in that that 
it monitors civilian politicians. 

The next article, by a journalist in exile, is an intimate mem- 
oir of dislocation and discontent. In it, Shwe Yee Oo tells the 
story of how she became a journalist at the beginning of Myan- 
mar’s period of political liberalization, attending the very train- 
ings that Kay Mastenbroek describes. After working as a jour- 
nalist, an editor, and in other roles with media support organi- 
zations for over a decade, Shwe Yee Oo vigorously resisted the 
2021 military coup. She details participating in protests where 
live gunfire and tear gas were directed at unarmed protesters. 
After over six months, as the military’s repression increased and 
reporting on protests—let alone protesting—became life-threat- 
ening, Shwe Yee Oo made the difficult decision to relocate to a 
liberated area in Kayin State, where she could report without 
fear. She writes about living and working for an exile media or- 
ganization there, remarking on the support provided by the Ka- 
ren National Union, and local peoples’ generosity, but also high- 
lighting the challenges of working in rural and remote areas. In 
the end, Shwe Yee Oo reluctantly made the difficult decision to 
cross into Thailand illegally and work from there. 

This memoir illustrates the travails of an entire generation 
of media workers who were pushed to emigrate following the 
coup, and it is the perfect companion to Myo Thawdar’s opening 
article, which aggregates these many instances of suppression 
and emigration. In this single story from one media profes- 
sional, we see the opportunities provided by the policies 
adopted under hybrid civilian-military rule from 2010 onwards, 
how one career in the media was facilitated and built up around 
them, and then how it came crashing down following the mili- 
tary’s illegal coup in 2021. Shwe Yee Oo is resolute in her anti- 
coup resistance and calls on readers to never negotiate with the 
military, to be united in the people’s revolution, and to prepare 
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for the nation-building challenges that will arise when the mili- 
tary inevitably falls. 

The final article rounding out the special issue is another 
journalist memoir, but this time from someone who attempted 
to leave the country through legal and formal means, departing 
a flight from Yangon airport, rather than informally crossing 
the border overland. Danny Fenster, previously an employee of 
Myanmar Now and in 2021 an editor with Frontier Myanmar, 
writes about his experiences in Insein prison, where he was 
locked up for 176 days. Danny was detained in May 2021 just mo- 
ments before his flight home to the United States departed and 
was freed only after being sentenced in a sham trial to 11 years’ 
hard labor for sedition and unlawful association.” 

Danny’s memoir follows a stream of consciousness ap- 
proach, taking in the material elements of the ward in which he 
was imprisoned along with the quirks of his fellow inmates, ren- 
dered in abundant prose and with an eye for detail. Danny doc- 
uments his struggles with meditation and language and draws 
attention to the few forms of leisure in the prison, in what is a 
rare description of prison life in contemporary Myanmar from 
the perspective of a foreigner. In this way it offers rich opportu- 
nities for comparison with the many Burmese prison memoirs. 
It also raises questions about the relative privilege of white, non- 
Burmese media practitioners in Myanmar. 

All the articles in this special issue are important steps to- 
wards better understanding the changes to and challenges for 
Myanmar journalism since the 2021 coup. With that said, this 
volume has some deficiencies. While the special issue encom- 
passes perspectives from diverse gender and national back- 
grounds, there is a lack of focus on and voices from the im- 
portant ethnic media sector, which has actively opposed the My- 
anmar military for decades. Further, many of the articles display 
a general hesitance to engage critically with dissenting voices 
within the revolution. This is explained, at least in part, by a 
widespread belief in the importance of unity against military 
rule, and such reticence is not unique to this volume. 


” Myanmar Musings, 2022. 
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There are few encouraging signs that political reform or a 
lighter touch from the Myanmar military, let alone defeat 
through armed conflict, will occur soon. Exhausted professional 
and citizen journalists within the country still face huge security 
and logistical challenges when reporting. Challenges taking 
their toll on these people include constant risk of detention; tor- 
ture and imprisonment; lack of resources and public trust; and 
difficulties working with colleagues abroad. Outside the coun- 
try, exile media organizations have rebuilt and reoriented them- 
selves and helped to form vibrant exile media communities in 
cities like Chiang Mai and Mae Sot, Thailand, with media-fo- 
cused events, coworking spaces and even teashops. There, older 
generations of media workers and revolutionaries work along- 
side colleagues 30 years their junior, not without tension at 
times, but creating synergies and reenergizing ageing exile me- 
dia organizations that began in the wake of the 1988 uprising. 
This bifurcated inside/outside dynamic appears to be becoming 
entrenched, contingent as it is on (lack of) political change in- 
side Myanmar. 

We hope readers find this special issue valuable, even if it 
fails to deliver strictly ‘good news’. We would like to thank once 
again all the attendees at the original Myanmar Media Update 
workshop in 2022, the article contributors, and the RCSD in 
Chiang Mai and the MRC in Canberra for their enthusiastic sup- 
port of IJBS and freedom of the press in Myanmar. 
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Thrust Back into the Dark Age: 
Challenges Facing the News Media After the Coup 


Myo Thawdar'’ 
Abstract 


The military coup of 1 February 2021 led to immediate and sus- 
tained assaults on press freedom in Myanmar. This article fo- 
cuses on journalists and media agencies and details examples of 
how the Myanmar military in the first year after the coup at- 
tempted to systematically squeeze the sector into submission by 
issuing decrees, amending laws, revoking media licenses, raid- 
ing media offices, and intimidating, detaining, torturing, and 
killing journalists. The article is based on interviews with 17 My- 
anmar media outlets and 80 journalists, as well as a review of 
relevant laws, statements and other secondary sources. It issues 
several recommendations to the Myanmar military, the interna- 
tional community and other stakeholders, to best assist a return 
to a brighter future for the media in Myanmar. 


Introduction 


This article charts the challenges faced by news media and jour- 
nalists following the 1 February 2021 military coup, detailing ex- 
amples of how the military repressed press freedom and vio- 
lated the rights of journalists throughout 2021. The article is 
based on primary and secondary sources. Primary data was gen- 
erated by interviewing 17 Myanmar news media outlets, 80 jour- 
nalists and several legal experts in November and December 
2021. All interviews were undertaken using the Telegram and 
Signal applications and secure email. The names of interviewees 
have been omitted due to safety concerns. Secondary data came 
from a wide range of academic, media and grey literature 


‘This name is a collective pseudonym. This article was prepared by 
members of the Athan organization who go unnamed for security reasons. 
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sources, and most of it is not directly cited, as security concerns 
necessitated omitting citation when the authors were threat- 
ened by military authorities. 

Military rule is the greatest threat to press freedom in My- 
anmar, with each of the country’s historic military regimes ar- 
bitrarily arresting journalists and prosecuting them with spuri- 
ous laws. In 1958, a decade after Myanmar’s independence, the 
then-democratic nation entered its first period of military rule, 
which lasted until 1960. Two years later, in 1962, the military 
took over again, leading to five decades of military rule. The mil- 
itary socialist government banned privately owned newspapers, 
of which there were more than 40, including Lu Du (The People) 
and Kyae Mone (The Mirror), and sent many journalists to the 
penal colony on Great Coco Island in the Andaman Sea. Journal- 
ists and others who sought to expose and communicate the 
truth were regularly targeted and imprisoned by the regime, as 
was anyone deemed to be politically active. Many journalists 
suffered for covering the major public uprisings against military 
rule in 1988 and in 2007. 

After ten years of hybrid civilian-military rule from 2010, 
including two major national elections, Min Aung Hlaing’s coup 
d’état on 1 February 2021 reversed the nation’s gains and re- 
started its oppression against journalists and privately-owned 
news media organizations. On 2 February 2021, the day after the 
coup, the new military State Administration Council (SAC) an- 
nounced outright that it would restrict press freedom. The SAC 
subsequently shut down nine news media outlets and raided and 
ransacked these nine organizations’ offices, first arresting their 
senior media personnel, and later anyone at all connected to the 
shuttered outlets. Throughout 2021, hundreds of journalists 
were arrested and many more were threatened with arrest. 
Some detained journalists were put on trial with serious charges 
while others suffered long interrogations in military camps, 
which included torture and intimidation. The harassment and 
security concerns of media personnel has forced them to live in 
hiding or displaced them to new accommodations in areas under 
the control of ethnic armed organizations, or even abroad, so 
they can continue to report without fear of suppression. 
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The post-coup policy of harassing journalists is a deliberate 
tactic by the SAC. Oppressing media companies and personnel, 
and forcing them to live and work underground, contributes to 
keeping knowledge of the regime’s crimes hidden and violates 
the people’s right to information. The SAC uses various ap- 
proaches: revoking media licenses; terminating broadcasting 
channels; torturing, arresting and persecuting journalists; raid- 
ing and ransacking offices; applying criminal procedures and 
laws; and amending laws to affect journalists and media agen- 
cies. On top of amending laws to repress journalists and the me- 
dia sector, the SAC has often disregarded the News Media Law 
and charged journalists under the Penal Code. Most of those ar- 
rested underwent judiciary procedures after being transferred 
to police stations from the military interrogation centers where 
they were threatened and tortured. 

In post-coup Myanmar, journalists’ family members are also 
in danger. Family members of wanted journalists often get ar- 
rested by the military when the journalist eludes capture. The 
SAC arrests former journalists who are no longer working in the 
media industry, threatening their safety and security. From Feb- 
ruary to the end of December 2021, 141 journalists (115 male and 
26 female) were arrested, and 13 (nine male and four female) 
were sentenced to imprisonment on criminal charges. 

On 20 June 2021, the SAC released 14 journalists in an am- 
nesty. On 18-20 October, another 18 journalists received an am- 
nesty. In total, 93 journalists were released in 2021, 61 of whom 
had only been held by the SAC for brief periods of time, not more 
than a few days. Meanwhile, 30 male and three female journal- 
ists had arrest warrants issued for them and 27 journalists faced 
trials in special courts. Figure 1 shows journalist arrest statistics 
at the end of 2021. 
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Figure 1 


Journalist arrest statistics at the end of 2021, based on primary and sec- 
ondary sources. 
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How the Rights and Freedoms of the News Media and 
Journalists are Repressed by the SAC 


The day after the coup, the Ministry of Information (Mol), now 
controlled by the SAC, released Order 1/2021, which warned: 
“Do not post rumors on social media or make statements en- 
couraging rioting and instability” and announced that media or- 
ganizations should cooperate with the government in accord- 
ance with existing laws. By effectively equating press freedom 
with “creating rumors”, the SAC made the first step in its cam- 
paign. The next step was restricting the terms used by the media 
to describe the new military council. On 11 February, the SAC- 
controlled MoI sent the Myanmar Press Council a directive to 
immediately cease using the terms “military regime” or “junta” 
when writing about the SAC. The directive claimed journalists 
and media organizations must operate according to existing 
laws, in particular section 4, article 9 (a) and (b) of the News Me- 
dia Law, and section 4, article 8 (a) and (b) of the Printing and 
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Publishing Enterprise Law. This warning letter, shown in figure 
2, clearly illustrates that journalists’ rights were violated. The 
SAC disregarded the rights and freedoms enshrined in the exist- 
ing News Media Law. 


Figure 2 
SAC warning letter. 
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Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the leader of the coup, report- 
edly claimed during a Security, Peace, Stability and Rule of Law 
Committee meeting on 28 September 2021 that “local, interna- 
tional and online media are deteriorating security and the rule 
of law; the Ministries of Home Affairs and Information must con- 
trol the media”. Later, a directive was distributed to all subordi- 
nate agencies in the different states and regions advising 
amendments to the Television and Radio Broadcasting Law. 
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Figure 3 


MoI notice about revoking news media licenses. 
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Revoking Media Licenses 


After the 1 February coup, the SAC shut down the free-to-air 
Mizzima and Democratic Voice of Burma (DVB) television chan- 
nels, which had been permitted to broadcast by the Mol through 
an agreement with Myanmar Radio and Television since Febru- 
ary 2018. An official from Mizzima remarked when interviewed 
that shutting down the channels not only reduced press free- 
dom but also breached broadcasting business contracts. 

On 8 March, more than a month after the coup, the Mol an- 
nounced it was revoking the news media licenses outright for 
DVB, Myanmar Now, Mizzima, 7 Days, and Khit Thit Media. This 
was not based on them having violated any law and was simply 
a direct abuse of power. Later, the SAC banned the Tachileik 
News Agency on 20 April, the Myitkyina News Journal and 74 
Media on 29 April, and Delta News Agency on 4 October 2021, 
claiming that those media outlets had violated article 8 of the 
Printing and Publishing Enterprise Law, which is concerned 
with the publishing that affects national security, the rule of 
law, and community peace and tranquility. An SAC statement on 
the license revocations declared the organizations void and pro- 
hibited, in perpetuity, from reporting in any form and through 
any medium. As mentioned, in total, nine news media agencies 
were banned in 2021 following the coup. The Ministry of Hotels 
and Tourism also sent a 22 November 2021 letter to hoteliers 
warning of punishments for providing access or displaying 
broadcast media from DVB, Myanmar Now, Mizzima, 7 Days, and 
Khit Thit Media. 


Wanted Journalists and Raids on News Media Offices 


Many news media organizations have had their offices, and the 
homes of their senior personnel, illegally attacked, raided and 
ransacked by Myanmar military troops since the coup. On 8 
March, the office of the award-winning Myanmar Now news 
agency was raided by soldiers, who confiscated computers and 
property from the site. The next day, the offices of Mizzima and 
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Kamayut Media were raided the same way. Kamayut Media chief 
editor Nathan Maung, an American citizen, and co-founder Han 
Thar Nyein, were arrested. Also on 9 March, the office of the 
Hakha Post, in the capital of Chin State, was raided and had 
property stolen in the same way. The office of the Tachileik 
News Agency was also raided, as was that of the Monywa Gazette 
on 21 April, which had already suspended its print operation at 
the end of February but published online until the raid. The of- 
fice of Myaylatt Athan was raided twice: first on 5 March and 
again on 26 August. On 5 May, the office of Lashio-based Shwe 
Phee Myay news agency was raided. On 25 June, police and mil- 
itary forces raided the Mawlamyine Township office of the 
Thanlwin Times and interrogated the landlord who leased the 
property to the organization. The SAC also raided the then-Yan- 
gon-based Irrawaddy News office on 14 and 15 October. 

Some organizations were not raided per se but suffered sim- 
ilar effects: The SAC searched for the location of the Ayeyarwady 
Times news agency office in Pathein Township but two of the 
publication’s editors managed to shut down the office and move 
it before it was raided. Western News, a media organization in 
Rakhine State, reported that SAC forces investigated their office 
on 19 November 2021. On the same day, security forces in 
Myitkyina, Kachin State, physically assaulted a reporter from 
the Myitkyina Journal. 

In the course of research for this article, several cases came 
to light of reporters being attacked and injured by the military. 
One DVB reporter, Aung Kyaw, suffered a head injury when the 
SAC pelted his home with projectiles. He recorded and live- 
streamed the incident via DVB’s Facebook page. After his injury 
and arrest, Aung Kyaw was prosecuted under Penal Code section 
505(a) and sentenced to three years in prison. While in custody, 
the SAC did not allow him to communicate with his family for 
eight months and tortured him regularly, including kicking him 
in the face, burning his face and hands with cigarettes, pulling 
off his fingernails and wrapping plastic bags over his head. Aung 
Kyaw was kicked, hit and bludgeoned with batons, causing one 
of his eyes to swell and shut, and his nose was broken. He regu- 
larly collapsed from his injuries and was released at the end of 
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2021 in an amnesty. He has not recovered from the physical and 
emotional trauma of being tortured by the military. 

On 3 March, military and police forces targeted a video jour- 
nalist who was reporting on an anti-coup protest, hunting him 
and shouting, “Kill that guy!”. The journalist was violently ar- 
rested after being kicked and beaten on the street, bleeding 
badly from his head. He was tortured and interrogated for two 
consecutive days without food and water, developing bruises on 
his back, bottom, and legs. 

As mentioned above, Nathan Maung and Han Thar Nyein of 
Kamayut Media were arrested at their office on 9 March. They 
were brought blindfolded to a room in the interrogation unit 
and violently dragged along the floor. Han Thar Nyein was hand- 
cuffed, kicked and beaten. For three days, Nathan Maung was 
interrogated and tortured without sleep, kept awake by con- 
stant beatings. Even after the interrogator discovered he was an 
American citizen, the torture continued. They were not allowed 
to have food or water until the fourth day of interrogation. Both 
were interrogated for 15 days in total. Nathan Maung was finally 
exiled to the United States on 14 June. 

On 27 March, Htet Myat Thu, a reporter from the Voice of 
Thanbyuzayat news agency, was shot in the leg and arrested by 
military and police forces while covering news in Kyaikto, Mon 
State. On the same day, Si Thu Lwin, a reporter from Mandalay, 
was shot in his right hand. On 21 April, Dawei-based Dakkhina 
Insight reporter Naing Tun Lin was shot and arrested while cov- 
ering an anti-coup protest. At around 12 a.m. on 14 September, 
dozens of military and police officers surrounded a local jour- 
nalist’s house in Magway Region. They dragged him outside and 
threatened him. They made him kneel on the tarmac road and 
handcuffed him. Jabbing at his wife’s chest with gun-muzzles, 
they commanded she hand over his computer. He was then 
brought to the police station and tortured until 5 a.m. 

Of the four foreign journalists arrested in 2021, Nathan 
Maung, the chief editor from Kamayut Media, and Danny Fen- 
ster, from Frontier Myanmar, are American citizens. The others 
are Robert Bociaga from Poland and Yuki Kitazumi from Japan. 
Robert Bociaga was arrested particularly violently. According to 
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this author’s survey, at least 21 journalists suffered direct vio- 
lence in the course of their work following the coup. The raids, 
arrests and intimidation have had a calamitous effect on the 
country’s media, with some journalists explaining to the author 
that they decided to switch careers as a result. 


Figure 4 


Zayar Myint, a reporter with Myaylatt Athan, was shot with a rubber 
bullet while covering protests on 28 February 2021. 


Displacement of Journalists 


Many journalists have been forced to flee due to the military’s 
strategy of targeting media personnel with intimidation, inter- 
rogation, torture and arrest. Journalists, editors, and reporters 
from a Mon State-based news agency, as well as their family 
members, moved quickly to areas outside the control of the SAC 
at the end of February 2021, after the chief editor’s house was 
raided and police targeted the news agency’s employees. This 
pattern has played out nationwide, with journalists from an 
Ayeyarwady Region-based news agency being forced to flee 
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from their homes when the military tried to arrest two of the 
agency’s editors in March. They fled to a border area where they 
could continue working. Reporters and personnel from several 
news media organizations based in Rakhine and Kachin states, 
and Yangon, Magway, Bago, Mandalay, and Sagaing regions 
have also fled to safe areas, including border areas or foreign 
countries. Figure 5 shows a sampling of decisions journalists 
made about their careers following the coup. 


Figure 5 
Journalists’ responses to the SAC’s brutal subjugation of citizens and 


the media following the 2021 coup, based on the survey of 80 journalists 
undertaken for this article. 


Giving Up Journalism Careers 29.00% 
Internally Displaced 38.50% 


Fled to Border Areas 8.70% 


~ ‘Fled to Foreign Countries 14.80% 


Fled to EAOs Controlled Areas 9.00% 


Deaths of Journalists 


On 10 December 2021, which also happens to be Human Rights 
Day, photojournalists Soe Naing and Zaw Tun were arrested 
while taking photographs of a nationwide silent strike in Yan- 
gon. Soe Naing was tortured to death in an interrogation center 
on 14 December. His death was the first official journalist 


Myo Thawdar | 51 


fatality, ten months after the coup. Others died later in the year, 
including A Sai Kay, or Sai Win Aung, editor of the Federal Jour- 
nal, who was shot dead by the military in Myawaddy Township, 
Kayin State on 25 December. 


Targeting of Journalists’ Family Members 


While journalists themselves are subject to torture at the time 
of arrest and again when in custody, their families are also at 
risk. As mentioned earlier, the SAC often detains family mem- 
bers of journalists when the journalists are not at home or on 
the run. Examples include arrests of the brother-in-law of the 
chief editor of the Chin Land Post, the husband of freelance re- 
porter Thuzar, and the father and grandfather of Pyay-based 
Myaylatt Athan reporter Pyae Phone Paing. The father of one 
reporter with a Shan State-based news agency was arrested as a 
hostage, forcing the reporter to come out of hiding to the police 
station and sign a pledge to quit his job in exchange for his fa- 
ther’s release. Several family members of journalists with the 
Thanlwin Times were also threatened with arrest. 


Intimidation via the SAC’s ‘Press Conferences’ 


The SAC organized its first press conference on 16 February, 
more than two weeks after the coup. Major General Zaw Min 
Tun, head of the SAC’s press team and chief of the Tatmadaw 
True News Information Team, chaired the press conference, 
with Thet Swe as vice-chair. In this very first conference, Zaw 
Min Tun publicly intimidated the news media. He said, “the se- 
curity of journalists is not completely guaranteed because the 
SAC must take actions when news media use restricted terms 
such as ‘military regime’ and ‘junta’. Licenses will be revoked”. 
This was just the beginning of regular intimidation of the media 
during SAC press conferences, which quickly degenerated into 
scripted performances of military-friendly journalists asking 
leading questions, likely pre-approved and endorsed by the SAC. 

At the SAC’s 23 March 2021 press conference, Zaw Min Tun 
warned news media against reporting on the Committee 
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Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), declared by the SAC 
as an unlawful organization in its Ministry of Home Affairs state- 
ment 2/2021. He added that any means of supporting the CRPH 
would not be tolerated and would violate article 17(a) of the un- 
lawful association act. During these conferences, the news me- 
dia is regularly wrongfully accused of incitement, bias and re- 
porting fake news. Moreover, press conferences repeatedly in- 
clude assertions that the media is dangerous for the public, po- 
tentially influencing young and vulnerable populations. At the 
SAC’s 30 September 2021 press conference, Zaw Min Tun 
claimed that journalists were being arrested because of their 
supposed infringements of journalistic ethics. 


Amendment Laws in Order to Increase Repression 


Following the military coup, the SAC amended 28 laws and pros- 
ecuted media entities and personnel under the Penal Code and 
anti-terrorism legislation. The SAC ignored the provisions in the 
News Media Law that protect the rights of journalists. At the 
time of writing, at the end of 2021, there are nearly 50 journal- 
ists facing charges in the special courts of various prisons across 
the country. Most have been charged under Penal Code section 
505(a), but some face more complicated charges under the Ex- 
plosive Substances, Unlawful Associations, and Anti-Terrorism 
acts. 

A few days after the coup, there were reports that newly 
drafted amendments to the Cyber-Security Law would be ap- 
plied, resulting in even less press freedom for journalists and 
media outlets. The drafted amendments hamper democratic val- 
ues and freedom of expression in reporting news protected by 
the News Media Law. They include restrictions on online news 
media and their rights to freely report, broadcast, and provide 
information. The drafted amendments undermine the purpose 
of the News Media Law, which is to protect freedom of expres- 
sion, the right to information and journalists’ rights and free- 
doms. The amendments also contravene article 19 of the Univer- 
sal Declaration of Human Rights, and many media organizations 
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and advocates for freedom of expression have strongly de- 
nounced them. 


The Amended Penal Code Sections 


On 14 February 2021, sections 121, 122, 124 (a, b), and 505 (a-d) 
in the Myanmar Penal Code were amended. New clauses (c) and 
(d) were added to section 124, while section 505(a) had three new 
sub clauses added. The amendments to article 124(a) show how 
these amendments are being applied in lawsuits against journal- 
ists in post-coup Myanmar. While the original provision is “(to) 
bring or attempt to bring into hatred or contempt, or excite or 
attempt to excite disaffection towards the government”, the 
amendment continues with the phrase of “or the Defense Ser- 
vices or Defense Services Personnel”. Moreover, the punishment 
was changed from “... or with imprisonment which may extend 
to seven years” to “20 years”. Si Thu Aung Myint, a veteran jour- 
nalist, faces a lawsuit under this amended section 124(a). 

A legal analyst observed, when interviewed, that the 
amendments and extensions of sections and sub-sections have 
been designed to be used against the media. At the time of writ- 
ing at the end of 2021, one third of the nearly 50 journalists fac- 
ing trial in the special courts of various prisons are facing 
charges under section 505(a) of the Penal Code, while 33 have 
live warrants for their arrest. One third of all journalists ar- 
rested since the coup (and some subsequently released) have 
faced lawsuits under 505(a). The Myanmar police also accused 
Irrawaddy News of breaking section 505(a) on 10 March 2021, 
referring to one of its articles. 


54 | Myo Thawdar 


Figure 6 


The number of journalists charged nationwide in 2021, with data sorted 
by the law under which they were prosecuted. 
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Explosion Substances Act 


The Amended Counter-Terrorism Law 


On 1 August 2021, the Counter-Terrorism Law was amended. The 
amendments stipulate it is an offense to participate in, conceal, 
harbor, help to escape, or otherwise assist, a designated terror- 
ist group. Clauses 15-18 of sub-section (b) of section 3 of the law 
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were amended, and journalists are often prosecuted under sec- 
tion 52(a). For example, at the time of writing Channel Mandalay 
reporter Win Naing Oo is currently being prosecuted under sec- 
tion 50(a) rather than under Penal Code section 505(a), the ini- 
tial charge. Zeyar Times reporters De Myat Nyein and Pyae Phyo 
Aung have both been charged under section 52(a) of the Coun- 
ter-Terrorism Law in addition to charges under section 505 of 
the Penal Code. 


The Unlawful Associations Act 


The SAC has prosecuted several journalists under sections 17/1 
and 17/2 of the Unlawful Associations Act. Section 17/1 states it 
is an offense to be a member of, facilitate or take part in meet- 
ings with, contribute to or solicit contributions to, or manage or 
otherwise assist, any organization declared unlawful by the SAC. 
Section 17/1 is punishable by two to three years of imprison- 
ment. BBC Media Action presenter Htet Htet Khaing currently 
faces charges under article 17/1 of the act (as well as under sec- 
tion 505 of the Penal Code). Mizzima News Agency’s co-founder 
Thin Thin Aung and office staff James Pu Htaung faced the same 
charges before being released in an amnesty on 18 October 2021. 
The founder of Myaylatt Athan also confirmed that a case was 
filed against that organization under the same two charges. 


The Explosive Substances Act 


Two journalists faced charges under section 5 of the Explosive 
Substances Act in 2021. This section is punishable by transpor- 
tation, and/or five to 14 years’ imprisonment, to which a fine 
may be added. Thingangyun Post editor Htet Htet Aung and 
journalist Wai Lin face lawsuits under this section, as well as 
other sections under the Counter-Terrorism Act. By the end of 
2021, another two journalists had also been charged under that 
section. 
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The Amended Television and Radio Broadcasting Law 


The SAC passed additional amendments to the Television and 
Radio Broadcasting Law on 1 November 2021. Section 2(a) was 
amended to include “(broadcasting via) any other technology”. 
Moreover, sections 96-99 were amended with extended impris- 
onment terms and/or increased fines. Section 99(a) was 
amended with the condition that “the materials related to the 
case shall be confiscated for public finances”, while section 
105(a) defines offenses “(to) be identified as cognizable of- 
fenses”. The latter definition means the police force has the au- 
thority to arrest journalists and news media agencies without a 
warrant issued by the court, according to a legal specialist, who 
also commented that the law’s amendments in general are de- 
vised to broaden its scope, restricting online news outlets. The 
amended law particularly represses media agencies that con- 
tinue to publish online after being stripped of their broadcasting 
licenses. 


Journalists Jailed with Criminal Offenses 


As mentioned, many journalists have been detained by the SAC 
and jailed on spurious criminal charges. In the 11 months from 
the coup to the end of 2021, 13 journalists were sentenced by 
different courts in closed-door hearings. The hearings occurred 
under tight observation of police, military intelligence, and staff 
from the Bureau of Special Investigations, and were politically 
motivated; the judiciary has been compromised. Just under 50 
journalists are still in various prisons, charged with criminal of- 
fenses. This section lists just some of those who have suffered in 
this way. 

On 1 March, Aung Kyaw, a DVB correspondent in Myeik, was 
arrested and sentenced to two years in prison under section 505 
of the Penal Code. On 3 March, Min Nyo, a DVB correspondent 
based in Pyay, was beaten, arrested, and then on 12 May sen- 
tenced to three years in prison under section 505(a) of the Penal 
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Code. Both DVB journalists were later released on 18 October in 
an amnesty. 

On 16 March, May Thwe Aung, a female DVB correspondent 
based in Okkan, was arrested while covering the news with her 
journalist husband. She was charged under section 188 and sen- 
tenced to a month in prison for ‘violating curfew’. On 24 March, 
Taunggyi-based Kanbawza Times editor Nang Nang Tai, reporter 
Nang Win Yee, publisher Tin Aung Kyaw, and housekeeper Sai 
Sithu (who was accused of being a journalist) were arrested 
while hiding in Hopong Township. They were sentenced to three 
years in prison on 10 December under section 505(a) of the Penal 
Code. Likewise, on 5 April, Thet Naing Win, a journalist in 
Minhla, was arrested and then sentenced on 16 June to three 
years in prison under section 505(a), and Zaw Zaw, a Mizzima 
correspondent in Myeik, was arrested on 7 April, then sentenced 
on 2 June to two years in prison under section 505(a). Zaw Zaw 
and Thet Naing Win were also released in the amnesty of 18 Oc- 
tober. 

Thet Tun Aung (a.k.a. Maung Htoo San), a freelance photo- 
journalist, was arrested and sentenced to three years in prison 
on 3 June under section 505(a). On 20 April, Aung Myo Htet, a 
freelance journalist based in Kanbalu Township, was arrested, 
and then sentenced on 30 November to two years in prison un- 
der section 505(a). Ko Nyein Chan Wai, a journalist from the 
Bago Weekly Journal, was arrested on 14 May and sentenced on 
16 December to three years in prison under sections 505(a) and 
124(a) of the Penal Code. Ma Mya Wun Yan, editor-in-chief of the 
Than Lwin Thway Chin News Agency, was also arrested with her 
two daughters in Taunggyi on 20 July and sentenced on 30 De- 
cember to two years in prison under section 505(a). 

On May 4, Frontier Myanmar Editor Danny Fenster was ar- 
rested at Yangon International Airport and charged under sec- 
tion 505(a) of the Penal Code and section 17/1 of the unlawful 
associations act. Later, he was also charged under section 13/1 
of the Immigration Law, section 124(a) of the Penal Code and 
section 50(a) of the Counter-Terrorism Law. On November 15, 
three days after being sentenced to 11 years’ imprisonment, he 
was released and immediately deported. 
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Journalists’ Rights Under the News Media Law 


The military regime is stripping away the meager legal protec- 
tions guaranteeing journalists and citizens their rights, which 
are already routinely violated. Given that this article aims to 
clarify how journalists are losing their rights and protection, 
some discussion of the existing legal provisions is warranted. 
Article 3 in chapter 2 of the News Media Law directly acknowl- 
edges the press as the fourth estate. 


Objectives of the News Media Law: 


(a) To materialize News Media Industries which are 
offered freedom from censorship to express, pub- 
lish, or distribute freely as part of rights and privi- 
leges granted to every citizen in compliance with 
regulations stated in the national constitution. 

(b) To ensure that News Media can stand up firmly 
as the Fourth Estate of our nation. 

(c) To guarantee that News Media workers are fully 
provided with their entitlements and freedom. 

(d) To establish and develop responsibilities, eth- 
ics, rules and regulations, and practices to be 
adopted within relevant industries and organiza- 
tions. 

(e) To make news accessible to every citizen. 

(f) To ensure any complaints, arguments regarding 
publications or broadcasting of a certain media are 
settled and negotiated in a conciliatory manner.’ 


Article 7 of the law provides: 
While a news media worker is trying to get news in 


compliance with regulations specified by relevant 
and responsible organizations, in the areas where 


? News Media Law, 2014. 
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wars break out, and where conflicts or riots and 
demonstrations take place, (a) he/she shall be ex- 
empt from being detained by a certain security re- 
lated authority or his/her equipment being confis- 
cated or destroyed and (b) he/she shall be entitled 
to ask for their safety and protective measures 
from the security related organizations.’ 


Other than these legal rights, articles 4-6 and 8-9 also ensure 
protection for journalists. However, the SAC ignores those legal 
protections. A legal specialist interviewed for this article re- 
marked, “arresting and prosecuting journalists by applying only 
some laws and regulations, and ignoring the existing legal pro- 
visions protecting journalists, is a great blow to journalists, who 
are rendered vulnerable ... they are unprotected in their time of 
need”. 


Other Threats to Journalism and Livelihoods 


There are other major challenges threatening journalism in My- 
anmar after the 2021 coup. Some of these include closures, fi- 
nancial challenges, restricted sources, and telecommunications 
blackouts and cuts. They are detailed below in this section. 


Media Outlet Bans, Closures and Resurrections 


Numerous media outlets discontinued official publication fol- 
lowing the coup. This included Yangon-based agencies like 7 Day 
Media, with its daily newspaper, weekly periodical, and online 
video and news platforms; Myanmar Times’ daily newspaper, 
weekly periodical, and online news; and the Voice Daily’s news- 
paper, weekly journal and online news. Many regional outlets 
also closed, including the Magway Journal, Myitkyina Journal, 
the Monywa Gazette journal and its online news, the Kanbawza 
Times, Magway Post online, and the Tanintharyi Journal. The 
only privately-owned newspapers still publishing at the end of 


3 News Media Law, 2014. 
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2021 were Sandawchain (the Standard Time) and Daily Eleven. 
But even they halted their print circulations in the first months 
after the coup. 

There are many media agencies whose licenses were re- 
voked but continue to try and report. These include DVB, Miz- 
zima, Myanmar Now, Khit Thit Media, Tachileik News, 74 Media, 
Delta News Agency, Salween Times, and Border News Agency. 
Moreover, journalists organized at least nine new online media 
outlets following the coup, such as the influential Lu Nge Khit. 
Experienced journalists joined these new outlets after their for- 
mer media agencies were closed or disbanded. 


Figure 7 


Some of the new media outlets formed after the military coup in 2021. 
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1 The Nation Voice 


| 2 | National Unity Media 


3. Border News Agency 


Mandalay Free Press 


5 Pyu Regional News 
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Ea The Light Myanmar 


9 Myanmar Press Freedom 
Financial Sustainability Challenges 


Media agencies were already struggling with the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including in-person news reporting and fi- 
nancial difficulties, when the military enacted its coup. Accord- 
ing to a survey of 17 news agencies, revenue shortage is still the 
biggest challenge to continuing their work. Advertising revenue 
has completely stopped, and some international organizations 
have suspended their media development programs supporting 
independent news media. The situation poses a significant chal- 
lenge for the sustainability of media agencies. When inter- 
viewed, the founder of one local news agency said, “revenues 
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have ceased since the coup ... to stay afloat is tough when media 
development programs become limited ... we can only afford to 
cover the telecommunication costs for our journalists instead of 
paying a decent salary. Even that is difficult to sustain”. Another 
official from a Yangon-based news agency stated bluntly, “we 
have no advertisement revenue to carry on”. 

Most media outlets currently have no income, and journal- 
ists have no salary or wages. However, they are still doing their 
best to report accurate news and information to the public. Only 
one out of the 17 media outlets surveyed for this paper received 
small-scale support for their news and articles. Of the 80 jour- 
nalists surveyed, approximately 55 percent continue to survive 
on support from families and friends, 15 percent receive only a 
portion of their salaries, and 15 percent rely on unrelated side 
jobs, such as selling goods online. Five percent receive only tel- 
ecommunication costs and internet subsidies from their em- 
ployer in lieu of a salary. Only ten percent were still being paid 
a full salary by their news agency employer by the end of 2021. 
More than 90 percent stated that income, livelihood, and secu- 
rity issues are pressing challenges, especially for journalists 
forced to flee their homes. Living costs while in hiding and rising 
commodity prices make the lives of journalists on the run even 


harder. 
Restricted Sources and Access to Information 


Of those surveyed, all 17 news outlets interviewed acknowl- 
edged challenges to reporting objectively and independently in 
the post-coup environment. The SAC’s unwillingness to counte- 
nance criticism, its lack of response to basic questions, media 
agencies and journalists’ major and legitimate security con- 
cerns, and fact-checking difficulties stemming from revolution- 
ary conflict generate key ethical challenges for journalists. Six 
news agencies responded that ethical standards of journalism 
weaken when press freedom wanes. Two other agencies re- 
flected that poor journalistic ethics affects audiences’ analytical 
abilities. Four agencies said that they assume one-sided report- 
ing corrupts ethical standards. Only one agency said it adheres 
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to its established media policy without violating its code of con- 
duct. Most news agencies stated they want to follow a code of 
conduct; however, this ultimately depends on the SAC and its 
continued campaign against journalists and media agencies. 


Internet and Telecommunications Cuts 


There are over 30 townships in Kachin, Chin, and Shan states, 
and Sagaing, Magway, and Mandalay regions, where military- 
enforced internet blackouts regularly occur, often accompanied 
by massacres and arson in villages. It is difficult for news outlets 
to report from and confirm information in areas under black- 
outs. Journalists claim that the flow of information slows, fact- 
checking becomes complicated, and accessing photos and video 
footage is almost impossible. Journalists rely on communicating 
with local sources who are directly engaging in or experiencing 
the conflict in blackout areas. 


Deleterious Effects of the New Media Council 


A few days after the coup d’état, most members of the Myanmar 
Press Council, which is organized according to the News Media 
Law, chose to resign. At the council’s meeting on 17 February, a 
total of 17 councilors resigned en masse, with others renouncing 
membership later. The SAC confirmed a dismissal statement re- 
lated to those 23 councilors on 4 March. However, the acting 
chairperson and treasurer chose to remain. 

Due to the resignation of the councilors elected for the sec- 
ond term of the Myanmar Press Council, an election was held for 
the vacant seats on 30 April. The substituted council was not 
acknowledged by most media organizations. The Press Council 
immediately issued a series of statements condemning and re- 
pressing the freedoms and rights of journalists and media pro- 
fessionals. Up to December 2021, the new Press Council had is- 
sued six statements parroting the SAC’s standpoint of repressing 
press freedom. The Press Council ignored the provisions and 
purposes of the News Media Law and condemned media 
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organizations whose licenses had been revoked. On 25 June, its 
statement no. 5/2021, read: 


The State has banned some media outlets inciting 
to escalate conflicts across society and revoked 
their licenses because of violating the News Media 
Law and code of conduct. Hence, the Myanmar 
Press Council will not be held responsible for re- 
solving any disputes over the violations of existing 
laws, the News Media Law, or breaching journalist 
code of conduct in communicating and reporting 
with those banned media outlets. 


Similarly, statement, no. 4/2021, issued just four days earlier on 
21 June, stated in relation to a single case of SAC arson that was 
widely reported on: 


(The council) strongly condemns the reporting and 
publications of some local media outlets with no li- 
censes, international media, and embassies related 
to the Kinma village fire incident that happened on 
15 June, since those descriptions were merely false 
information contrary to the realities. 


The new Press Council, which is supposed to protect the rights 
of journalists, in fact simply mirrors the military council’s policy 
of suppressing press freedom. One interviewed journalist re- 
marked that “the council has become a puppet of the military 
regime. It is of no use for journalists anymore”. On 24 November, 
the council’s third swearing in ceremony was held. The coup re- 
versed the council’s original purpose to promote press freedom, 
the rights of journalists, and the capacity building of the sector. 
The council now suppresses journalism and silences claims for 
press freedom and the rights of the journalists. 
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Statements From Organizations and Agencies 


During the first few months following the 2021 coup, journalist 
organizations issued statements about the repression of journal- 
ists, calling for the rights and freedoms of journalists. These 
statements were consistently ignored by the SAC, and as the 
suppression of journalists intensified, statements from media 
organizations became less frequent. This section lists some of 
the statements made in the early months of the coup. 

A 10 February 2021 statement by Burma News International 
(BNI), a coalition of ethnic media outlets, demanded the SAC 
stop suppressing and undermining press freedom and rights to 
information, given the contemporary political instability, and 
when ethnic people across the country need access to accurate 
information. It called on the SAC to cease violent actions against 
journalists and to work with local and international media or- 
ganizations and donors to ensure press freedom, public access 
to information, and the safety of journalists. Then on 10 March, 
BNI issued another statement that strongly opposed revoking 
the broadcasting rights of the five news outlets covered earlier 
in this article, and the raiding of two media offices and theft of 
their equipment. 

On 13 February, a total of 28 media outlets and journalism 
organizations denounced the SAC’s drafted amendment of the 
Cyber-Security Law, covered earlier in this article. In response 
to warning letters delivered on 13 and 23 February by the Mol, 
ordering writers and publishers not to use the terms “military 
junta, military regime, or military council”, 30 media outlets re- 
sponded with a statement on 25 February stressing that the min- 
istry’s warning undermined press freedom, and saying that in- 
dependent media outlets would continue to publish content un- 
der the terms of their editorial standards and media ethics. 

On 2 March, the Myanmar Journalist Network, Lashio Jour- 
nalist Group, Taunggyi Reporters Association, Myaylatt Journal- 
ist Network, Southern Myanmar Journalist Network, Myanmar 
Journalist Network (Ayeyarwady Region), and Myanmar Women 
Journalist Association issued a joint statement calling for the 
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immediate release of journalists; condemning violent crack- 
downs, arrests, and night raids on journalists’ residences, and 
the confiscation of journalism equipment including phones and 
cameras; and denouncing the prosecutions of journalists. The 
same group of organizations released another statement on 13 
May condemning the three-year prison sentence given to Min 
Nyo, a DVB reporter based in Pyay, who was charged under 
505(a). 

In the early months following the coup, many networks, as- 
sociations and organizations representing journalists from 
across the country issued statements condemning the SAC’s in- 
formation warfare and persecution of journalists. As time went 
on, those statements were gradually silenced as the numbers of 
journalists arrested and pushed into hiding increased. In one in- 
terview, an executive member of the Myanmar Journalist Net- 
work said that journalist organizations now view statements to 
be an ineffective advocacy approach due to so many journalists 
being forced into hiding. However, BNI continued to issue state- 
ments condemning the suppression of press freedom through- 
out 2021. A BNI statement from 28 September 2021 condemned 
the ongoing arrests of journalists. It added that the internet 
blackouts in 25 townships in Chin and Kachin states, and Saga- 
ing, Mandalay, and Magway regions, are deliberate violations of 
citizens’ right to information and freedom of expression. The 
statement called for the immediate release of arrested journal- 
ists, the cessation of physical and psychological torture and har- 
assment in prisons and interrogation camps, and the abandon- 
ment of arrest warrants placed on journalists. It also called for 
the relicensing of banned media outlets, acknowledgement of 
press freedom and the right to information. 


Recommendations for Stakeholders in Sustaining 
Local Media in Myanmar 


Ensuring Press Freedom and Real Journalism in Myanmar 


1. Freedom of the press needs to be fully guaranteed in ac- 
cordance with article 19 of the Universal Declaration of 
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Human Rights. The SAC must prevent its laws from con- 
travening press freedom standards. 

2. The SAC must immediately stop threatening, detaining and 
torturing journalists and prosecuting the media and jour- 
nalists under the Penal Code, Unlawful Association Act, Ex- 
plosive Substance Act and other criminal laws. 

3. The SAC should strictly adhere to the provisions of the News 
Media Law and amend the Counter-Terrorism Law. 

4. The SAC should reverse its revocation of broadcasting li- 
censes, shutting down of television channels, and banning 
and blacklisting of websites and Facebook pages. 

5. Offices and agencies under the SAC must acknowledge the 
rights of journalists and news media to do their reporting 
without restrictions or persecution. 

6. Local and international organizations working towards me- 
dia development must stand in solidarity with local news 
media and journalists, provide adequate and continuous 
support and effectively call for press freedom and journal- 
ists’ rights. 

7. The international community needs to integrate policies to 
ensure Myanmar journalists have their rights protected and 
access to career opportunities and support in an environ- 
ment of press freedom. 


Securing the Rights and Safety of Journalists 


1. The safety and security of journalists must be fully pro- 
tected in accordance with the provisions in chapters two 
and three of the News Media Law. The safety and security of 
journalists must prevail. 

2. Every journalist and news media organization must be pro- 
tected from surveillance, investigation, intimidation, 
threats and prosecution, with their rights and legal entitle- 
ments fully realized. 

3. Local and international organizations should prioritize the 
safety and security of journalists and implement protection 
mechanisms accessible to every journalist. 


4, 
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Short- and long-term plans must be put in place to ensure 
journalists’ safety and livelihoods and the sustainability of 
the news media when displaced domestically or abroad. 
Such plans should consider accessibility and inclusivity for 
every journalist. 

International governments, armed organizations, and non- 
governmental organizations need to provide access to pro- 
tection and opportunities to assist the safety and wellbeing 
of those displaced internally and across borders. 


Creating an Enabling Environment for Journalism 


True sustainability of the news media and exercising the 
provisions of chapter two in the News Media Law requires 
democratic governance. 

The revoking of media licenses, ongoing surveillance, in- 
timidation, arrests of journalists, and criminalization of 
journalism, all interfere with an enabling environment and 
must stop. 

All arrested journalists must be released immediately and 
unconditionally. 

Short- and long-term support from local and international 
organizations must be put in place and implemented imme- 
diately and effectively for the sustainability of the news me- 


dia. 
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Zeyar Myint, a reporter of Myaylatt Athan, was shot with 
rubber bullet when covering the news incident 
on 28 February (left figure) and 

was being treated at a hospital (right figure). 
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Giving Up Journalism Careers 29.00%, 
Internally Displaced 38.50% 


Fled to Border Areas 8.70% 


~ ‘Fled to Foreign Countries 14.80% 


Fled to EAOs Controlled Areas 9.00% 
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News Media Law of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, 
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw Law No. 12/2014. (2014). Burma Li- 
brary. Unofficial English translation. https://www.burmali- 
brary.org/sites/burmalibrary.org/files/obl/docs18/2014- 
Media_Law-en.pdf 
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Navigating the Post-Coup Media World: 
The Creative and Precarious Labor of Myanmar’s 
New Generation of Media Workers 


Lisa Brooten & Jane Madlyn McElhone 
Abstract 


This article focuses on the experiences and actions of the young 
Myanmar media workers who participated in the keynote panel 
at the Myanmar Media Update conference in Chiang Mai, Thai- 
land in March 2022, in response to the devastating coup d’état 
in their country. Their experiences demonstrate how Myan- 
mar’s professional independent media workers perform a 
unique type of professional precarious creative labor that combines 
both professional and revolutionary responses with varying de- 
grees of precarity. Their experiences also demonstrate the im- 
portance of recognizing media workers’ close proximity to the 
consequences of violence and the emotional responses this pro- 
vokes, rather than focusing through the lens of distance often 
used to assess journalism’s “objectivity” in contexts of violence. 


Introduction 


In the wake of Myanmar’s' February 2021 military coup d’état a 
young media owner lost his house and car but continues to do 
journalism. Another writes news in his living room and then 
goes to the kitchen to cook food that he sells to support his me- 
dia business. A third sold his wedding ring to keep his outlet 
afloat and then witnessed the death of his colleague after the 
borderland village in which they had sought refuge was attacked 
by military junta forces. These are just some of the poignant 


‘In this article we use Burma for the period prior to the 2010 elections and 
Myanmar for the subsequent period. For direct quotations or summaries of 
work by other authors we use their chosen terminology. For further reflec- 
tion on this issue, please refer to Brooten et al., 2019a, pp. xvii-xix. 
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stories shared by the group of younger generation media leaders 
that came together at the Myanmar Media Update conference in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand, in March 2022. 

Their experiences detail how, while working to maintain 
their professional codes of conduct and adapt them to the dras- 
tically altered context, Myanmar media workers have also had 
to dodge bullets, flee into hiding, live out of suitcases and back- 
packs, respond to death, destruction, and loss, and set up new 
lives and new outlets. Their responses to the coup, and to the 
enormous and sudden changes it imposed on everyone in the 
country, can be understood as a form of creativity in response 
to duress, a strategic “process of making do under structural 
constraints” that is “more deeply and more intimately entan- 
gled with the human body” than most forms of creativity in the 
workplace.’ 

While not involved in direct resistance against the junta, 
these media workers’ responses nevertheless indicate their de- 
sire to build a different world than the one created under dec- 
ades of direct military rule, especially given the freedoms they 
enjoyed during the decade-long opening (2011-2021). They ex- 
emplify the “expressions of human affects and aspirations” 
characteristic of activists performing what Kraidy calls revolu- 
tionary creative labor.’ He distinguishes this from industrial crea- 
tive labor using a conceptualization of creativity that moves away 
from a purely aesthetic understanding of the term, instead see- 
ing all human action as inherently creative, whether for good or 
ill.’ 

In this article we explore the ways in which Myanmar’s pro- 
fessional independent media workers, including those who par- 
ticipated in the keynote panel for the Myanmar Media Update 
conference, perform a unique type of creative labor,° combining 


? Kraidy, 2016, pp. 233-234. 

° Kraidy, 2016. 

“Joas, 1996. 

° while the term “creative labor” is often used to draw attention to personal 
qualities of individuals, our approach concurs with Smith & McKinlay (2009), 
who argue that media workers’ labor experiences are a result of “the organ- 
ization of cultural production.... [and] freelance writers’ labor experiences 
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both professional and revolutionary responses with varying de- 
grees of precarity. We refer to this as professional precarious crea- 
tive labor, to address a gap in existing research, which does not 
adequately theorize the labor of professional media workers un- 
der duress and in exile. In Myanmar’s case, we will demonstrate 
how the approach to journalism and media in the current post- 
coup context differs significantly from the attitude and experi- 
ences of the 1988 generation students who fled into exile dec- 
ades ago. Several ‘88 activists established and developed over 
decades three of the larger and better-known independent me- 
dia news outlets still bringing the world up-to-date Myanmar 
news today.° This article focuses on the immediate post-coup ex- 
periences and actions of the young Myanmar media workers on 
our keynote panel and discusses what they reveal about precar- 
ious creative labor in the face of unexpected crisis. 

Discussions about the media’s role in responding to the mas- 
sive resistance and civil disobedience movements, and more re- 
cently, armed resistance groups, that comprise Myanmar’s 
Spring Revolution, tend to focus on the older generation of me- 
dia workers. We do not often hear from the field’s younger gen- 
eration. This latter generation entered media work during My- 
anmar’s period of opening, without experiencing the repressive 
working conditions and/or exile their media elders suffered 
during nearly half a century of direct military rule. This reality 
has informed younger media workers’ experiences in the wake 
of the most recent coup. The keynote panel also pushed us to 
reflect on how the experiences of these younger generation me- 
dia workers compare to the experiences of those often discussed 
in research on journalism in conflict-affected areas. In the case 
of both Myanmar’s older and younger generations of media 


flow directly from the logics of the industry in which they work” (as cited in 
Cohen, 2016, p. 3). 

° Democratic Voice of Burma (later renamed the DVB Multimedia Group), 
Mizzima and The Irrawaddy are three of the most well-known media outlets 
set up by ‘88 generation students, most from the majority Bama ethnic group, 
who had fled to the borderlands. All three relocated their operations inside 
Myanmar during the political opening, and then moved them back into exile 
in the wake of the February 2021 coup (McElhone & Brooten, 2019). 
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workers, Al-Ghazzi’s notion of affective proximity offers insight 
from the embodied perspective of media workers.’ This concept 
recognizes their close proximity to the consequences of violence 
and the emotional responses this provokes, as opposed to exam- 
ining their experiences through the lens of distance often used 
to assess journalism’s “objectivity” in contexts of violence. This 
lens of distance is dominant in transnational news reporting and 
in the literature on global journalism, both largely framed 
through the perspectives of foreign journalists parachuting into 
what is usually for them a faraway, unfamiliar context.* 

The five media workers on the keynote panel talked about 
how and why they ended up working in Myanmar media, the 
impact of the coup on their work and their careers, the role they 
play as media workers in rebuilding their country, and the kind 
of media sector they dream of building in a reimagined Myan- 
mar. As organizers and moderators of this panel, we were privi- 
leged witnesses to their stories, which they have given us per- 
mission to write about, and in some cases, to quote.” Because 
they needed to respond to the coup and its challenges, they have 
been forced to reconsider their personal survival strategies and 
their professional work, and in the process have grown as lead- 
ers and thinkers, bringing their skills to the collective struggle 
to conceptualize, work towards, and demand change. Their re- 
sponses reveal a strong belief in and commitment to profes- 
sional journalism and free expression in the face of the complete 
political, economic and social disruption of their lives as young 
professionals forced to flee, and a dedication to continuing their 
work motivated by the desires to build something better and to 
transcend their country’s history of media repression. 


Myanmar’s Tumultuous Media History 


7 Al-Ghazzi, 2021. 

§ Al-Ghazzi, 2021; Blussé, 2012; Hamilton, 2009; Murrell, 2015. 

° The Myanmar Media Update conference operated under the Chatham House 
rule. Direct quotes from the participants in this article are taken either from 
the conference itself or from other conversations, with their permission. 
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Myanmar’s current post-coup media sector can be best under- 
stood against the backdrop of the country’s tumultuous media 
history—starting from British rule and independence in 1948 to 
close to half a century of military rule, followed by a much- 
lauded decade-long ‘political opening’ that abruptly ended on 1 
February 2021. British colonists established Burma’s earliest 
media outlet in 1842, and then its first censorship law in 1857."° 
A strong advocate for press freedom, Burma’s King Mindon in- 
troduced the country’s first indigenous press freedom law in 
1873." During the 1920s and 1930s the nationalist independence 
movement radicalized Burmese media,” and in 1947 Burma’s 
first constitution stipulated the right to freely express opinions. 
The subsequent brief, heady period of democracy and free ex- 
pression that followed the country’s independence in 1948 fos- 
tered Burma’s reputation for having one of the most active me- 
dia sectors in Asia, with more than 30 daily newspapers in oper- 
ation.’ Ethnic language journals also emerged over the same pe- 
riod in borderland areas controlled by ethnic armed organiza- 
tions (EAOs)."* Yet, by the 1950s, free expression and free media 
were under threat, and in 1962 General Ne Win seized power in 
a coup d’état—the start of nearly 50 years of military rule. 

In the wake of that coup, the new regime revoked existing 
press laws, imposed strict media censorship via the Printers and 
Publishers Registration Law, created two state newspapers, na- 
tionalized private publications, banned private newspapers, and 
arrested editors and journalists.” Surviving publications were 
largely considered mouthpieces of Ne Win’s Burma Socialist Pro- 
gramme Party.’* In 1974 a new constitution limited “free expres- 
sion” to the “Burmese Way to Socialism” and a blacklist banned 


De, 2013; Larkin, 2003; U Thaung, 1995. 
" Lintner, 2001; Burma’s Media, 2016. 

” Linter, 2001; San San May, 2016. 

* Allott, 1993; Leehey, 1997. 

4 Smith, 1991. 
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many writers from publishing.’” The broadcast sector remained 
state-run. 

Then, in 1988, in the wake of nationwide protests spear- 
headed by students, freedoms increased, albeit briefly, in what 
became known as the Democracy Spring. Dozens of private pub- 
lications that critically reported news quickly emerged.” Yet, af- 
ter another coup d’état brought the infamous State Law and Or- 
der Restoration Council to power later in the year, the new re- 
gime imposed martial law and strict censorship, banned pro- 
tests and private newspapers, and arrested editors, journalists 
and writers.’ An estimated 3,000 people were killed and another 
3,000 imprisoned. Approximately 10,000 people fled to ethnic- 
controlled areas along the borderlands or into exile;” some set 
up Burma’s first generation of exile media outlets. 

Despite the crippling media repression that characterized 
this period, Burmese people still found ways to access non-state 
news, including from international broadcasters such as the 
BBC, Voice of America and Radio Free Asia,” videotapes of for- 
eign broadcasts smuggled into the country,” reports from small 
media outlets in ethnic-controlled areas, and publications and 
broadcasts by exile media outlets set up by students who fled 
into exile in 1988.” Inside the country, private monthly publica- 
tions emerged in the 1990s, using metaphor and irony in an ef- 
fort to evade the censors; they were the forerunners of the pri- 
vate weekly publications that emerged in the early 2000s, and 
the newsweeklies in the mid-2000s.” 

At the start of the much-heralded decade-long political 
opening (2011-2021) between the last regime and the current 
one—part of the preceding junta’s so-called “Seven-Step 
Roadmap to Democracy”—the media sector was active yet also 


1 Allott, 1993. 
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highly restricted. An estimated 200 private weekly and monthly 
journals and magazines—most associated with high-ranking 
military personnel—covered news, sports and lifestyles, yet 
grappled with pre-publication censorship.” The military- 
backed government, military and a few crony business partners 
controlled the broadcast sector. The telecommunications sector 
was stagnant, SIM cards were unaffordable, and access to the in- 
ternet was limited to an estimated one percent of the popula- 
tion.”° 

Many media actors and free expression activists embraced 
the media reform agenda set into motion in early 2012 by the 
military-backed quasi-civilian Union Solidarity and Develop- 
ment Party (USDP). Pre-publication censorship was abolished” 
and the telecommunications sector was liberalized,” making 
SIM cards widely available and affordable. Access to internet 
and digital communications technologies soared, at least in the 
main urban centers. International news agencies opened offices 
inside the country. The majority of exiled media returned. Es- 
tablished media across the country expanded and new private 
independent media outlets launched in Burmese and ethnic lan- 
guages. Old and new media development organizations and in- 
ternational donors increased support for the sector.” 

Yet the political opening seems to have been an anomaly 
and was fragile and uncertain from the start. In 2014 the USDP 
began a rollback on media freedom and free expression. By 2015 
Myanmar was included in the Committee to Protect Journalists’ 
list of the world’s ten most censored countries.*° When the Na- 
tional League for Democracy (NLD) assumed power in 2016 un- 
der the de facto leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi, there was hope 
of renewed reform; instead, the new government did not prior- 
itize independent media development or free expression; it em- 
ployed the country’s laws to silence journalists and critics, and 
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it preserved state-owned media privileges and powerful joint 
ventures between the state and its business partners. 

Arguably more than anything else, however, the Rohingya 
crisis of 2017 and the military, NLD and independent media re- 
sponses tested the very foundation of the political opening, in- 
cluding media freedom, free expression, and journalistic ethics 
and professionalism.** While violence against the Rohingya had 
been recurrent for decades, an August 2017 attack by a Rohingya 
splinter group against a government military outpost provoked 
an especially widespread, violent military crackdown that 
forced more than 700,000 Rohingya refugees to flee the country. 
The violence was condemned by the United Nations (UN), which 
cited serious human rights violations and recommended that 
top military figures, including later coup leader Min Aung 
Hlaing, be investigated for genocide against the Rohingya.” The 
NLD government and its de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi were 
criticized at first for their silence, and then for their justifica- 
tions for the attacks. In June 2019, the NLD also initiated the 
world’s longest internet shutdown in Rakhine and Chin states.” 
The December 2017 arrest and September 2019 conviction of two 
Reuters journalists for reporting on a mass killing of Rohingya 
by the military was emblematic of the ruthlessness of the mili- 
tary and the failure of the government to protect freedom of the 
press and the safety of journalists.** Independent media sur- 
vived the tumult, despite these challenges and ethics concerns 
(often raised by Western donors), although with damaged repu- 
tations for some.” 

Prior to the coup, then, Myanmar’s independent media 
landscape was well developed and robust, despite the many 


** Brooten & Verbruggen, 2017; Brooten et al., 2019b; Htusan, 2019; McElhone, 
2019; Wade, 2017. Further analysis of Myanmar’s state-run and independent 
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criticisms, ethical dilemmas and challenges it faced, including 
the impact of the COVID-19 crisis. Yet in the course of writing 
about the experiences shared by our panelists at the 2022 con- 
ference, we realized that the post-coup lives and experiences of 
the women on our panel and other Myanmar independent me- 
dia workers are not adequately represented in the academic lit- 
erature. While there are useful concepts from conflict journal- 
ism, media studies and social movement studies, for example, 
we could find no theory that provides an adequate, relevant 
framework for thinking about the creative, precarious labor of 
these media workers in the service of their profession and in the 
face of Myanmar’s revolution against military dictatorship. 


Media’s Creative Professional Labor in the Face of a 
Revolution 


In The Art of Moral Protest, James Jasper offers a start.*° He exam- 
ines the creative mechanisms of protest, comparing activists 
and artists to center the notion of creativity as a vital compo- 
nent of revolutionary labor that provides alternatives to corpo- 
rate and state entities. Given that we also understand the power 
of media not merely as channels through which others mediate 
their messages, but “media’s representational power [as] one of 
society’s main forces in its own right”, we focus here on the cre- 
ative agency and labor of media workers.” The media workers 
on our panel, while making decisions and acting individually 
and on behalf of their organizations and outlets, nevertheless 
clearly conceive of themselves as part of a larger collective ac- 
tion, contributing in various ways to “the emergence, reproduc- 
tion, and transformation of social order”.** Yet the creative la- 
bor of Myanmar’s newly exiled independent media differs from 
that of the media that emerged after 1988 (including in some 
cases, earlier versions of their own outlets): while in both peri- 
ods this has been precarious work, independent media workers 


°° Jasper, 1997. 
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responding to the 2021 coup define and understand their work 
as avowedly professional. 

Rather than working to tear down an existing social order 
through the actions of revolutionary creative labor, Myanmar’s 
2021 Spring Revolution is a response to a brutal militarized attack 
against and subsequent collapse of this order. The Myanmar 
people have been forced to respond by defending against and 
working to take down the destructive military so they can build 
their country anew. In this way, the revolution embodies a de- 
fensive, exhausting yet productive new moment for the Myan- 
mar social order “in the process of self-generation”.* While Jas- 
per argues that protest movements operate at the edges of a so- 
ciety and its understandings of itself,*° in post-coup Myanmar 
protest is at the center of this societal reassessment. Myanmar 
media workers’ creative, professional labor in response to this 
revolution is precarious, embodied work, carried out by people 
who are also members of the communities involved in the con- 
flicts, vitally contributing to imagining new possibilities for My- 
anmar, the first step in building a new nation. 

Yet this situation produces tensions between professional- 
ism and activism. This is not the first time that Myanmar media 
have had to grapple with this tension between their commit- 
ment to struggling against the military dictatorship and their 
commitment to professional journalistic ethics. Foreign funders 
and trainers from more stable, democratic countries have also 
long struggled with this complex question. Some media donors 
and media development organizations, for example, have made 
the adherence to dominant conceptions of professional, ethical 
journalism a condition of their support for exile media, or at 
least an aspiration. Another set of donors focusing on democra- 
tization have not necessarily shared the same viewpoint or set 
the same conditions. This is a longstanding debate in the donor 
community. Academics have also raised questions or pointed to 
questions being raised in Myanmar about just who defines what 
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is “ethical” or “professional” in the Myanmar context.’ Even 
during the Independent Media in Exile Conference held in Stock- 
holm in October 2010, during the first period of exile for some 
Myanmar media, this tension fueled one of the main debates. 
Ronald Koven, at that time European representative for the 
World Press Freedom Committee, argued that this tension re- 
mains a largely false dichotomy because, “sending in factual re- 
porting is a form of political activism”.” By being professional, 
ethical and truthful, in other words, exiled journalists have their 
own distinct role to play in the fight against oppressive regimes. 
While we cannot ignore this tension, especially because it re- 
mains a concern for many Myanmar media workers, it is not our 
intention to rehash it from the familiar lens of “objective” dis- 
tance. When we do touch on this dominant debate, our focus is 
instead on the creative nature of the embodied responses to the 
coup by Myanmar’s professional independent media, as exem- 
plified by the young media workers on our panel. 

Research focusing on “alternative media”, “alternative 
journalism”, and “radical media” is also helpful here, yet still 
tangentially related to our focus. Discussions of alternative me- 
dia and alternative journalism largely focus on non-professional 
media outlets.” Atton & Hamilton’s theorization of alternative 
journalism focuses on media ideally “produced outside main- 
stream media institutions and networks”, encompassing the 
media of “protest groups, dissidents, fringe political organiza- 
tions, even fans and hobbyists” and generally produced by un- 
trained “amateurs” who for the most part “lack training or pro- 
fessional qualifications”.** Downing defines radical media not in 
terms of any specific political ideology—they run the gamut— 
but rather as “media, generally small-scale and in many differ- 
ent forms, that express an alternative vision to hegemonic poli- 
cies, priorities, and perspectives”.* He notes that these media: 
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Generally serve two overriding purposes: (a) to ex- 
press opposition vertically from subordinate quar- 
ters directly at the power structure and against its 
behavior; and (b) to build support, solidarity, and 
networking laterally against policies or even 
against the very survival of the power structure.” 


These concepts are relevant for thinking about the wider sector 
of communicative forms emerging from the coup, suchas “blogs 
and social networking sites; pamphlets and posters; fanzines 
and zines; graffiti and street theater; independent book publish- 
ing and even independent record production”.” This includes 
those media that, reminiscent of 1988, self-define as the voice of 
the resistance, whether for the Spring Revolution, the National 
Unity Government (NUG), People’s Defense Forces, or others. 
Yet these bear little similarity to Myanmar independent media 
or our panelists, who are all part of established, professional me- 
dia groups. 


Shifting Conceptions of Information and Media 


Independent media workers’ post-coup experiences are both 
different and similar to those of the 1988 generation. The two 
generations’ flight from the country to escape the dangers un- 
der the military presented different forms of precarity and op- 
portunity in exile, yet they shared a commitment to unknown 
futures different than if they remained. When students, most 
from the country’s majority Bama ethnic group, fled after the 
1988 uprising and subsequent crackdown, they met and joined 
forces with EAOs in the jungle borderlands. At that time, the stu- 
dents and EAOs both viewed media as tools for propaganda and 
as the mouthpieces or close allies of specific opposition political 
forces.“ The media they launched were the result of 
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revolutionary creative labor, for the most part small-scale and 
created by people with no experience in journalism.” One of the 
rationales for support from foreign funders in the post-1988 pe- 
riod was the development of independent media with journalists 
who would operate according to globally dominant and hege- 
monic journalistic standards of “objectivity”. While Myanmar’s 
professional independent media still largely aim to operate ac- 
cording to these standards, they have also recognized the need 
for adjustment in contexts very different from those in which 
these standards were established, and where many of the visit- 
ing trainers themselves became professionals.*° Commenting on 
the influx of professional journalism training opportunities af- 
ter the 1988 uprising, budding ethnic media* journalists, whose 
days were spent reporting on the violence in and around their 
own communities, questioned strict notions of journalistic 


* Brooten et al., 2019. 

°° The more violent the attacks are against their communities, the more dif- 
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“objectivity”, and emphasized the need for trainers who also 


came from areas of conflict.” 

These standards, while valued, are similarly being chal- 
lenged in the aftermath of the coup, as journalists remain sim- 
ultaneously committed to professionalism and to the success of 
the Spring Revolution. Journalists of both eras, similar to the 
Syrian journalists in 2011 who insisted on calling their country’s 
protests a “revolution” despite the label of the “Arab Spring” 
used in the Western media, have remained committed to coun- 
tering the military regime. For Syrian journalists, “the word 
‘revolution’ was not simply a description of a literal overthrow 
of authority that was or is happening. Rather... it is invoked as a 
sign of commitment to a desired event projected onto the near 
future”. 

Myanmar’s professionally oriented independent media de- 
veloped over decades after 1988, many with foreign media de- 
velopment support, establishing a good number of the senior in- 
dependent media journalists of today, who then hired and 
trained the younger generation of media workers. This includes 
the larger Bama-run exile media and smaller ethnic media that 
operated in Myanmar’s borderlands, cross-border in India, Thai- 
land and Bangladesh, and overseas, as well as the significant 
journalism industry that developed inside Burma under military 
rule. When the country opened up in 2011, the two media 
streams coalesced, competing for stories, staff, audience, adver- 
tising, investment and funding. While the 2021 coup took many 
by surprise, independent media with professional outlooks—al- 
beit with varying degrees of professionalism—were already long 
established. While several outlets stopped their work after the 
coup, for the most part these media have proved nimble when it 


* The notion of objectivity has been challenged in many academic disciplines, 
including journalism studies, where some have argued that “striving for ob- 
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text and achieving equity” and that journalists instead should be “seeking 
truth, providing context, and including voices and perspectives left behind 
by the adherence to objectivity” (Baleria, 2020). 
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comes to survival, quickly adjusting to the new reality, once 
again often with international media development support. This 
is particularly true for the ethnic editors and journalists operat- 
ing in the ethnic states, who have dealt with military repression 
for decades, and have developed many cross-border ties and in 
some cases, border-based offices. 

In response to the coup, many of Myanmar’s professionally 
oriented independent media, like their Syrian counterparts, 
have felt “forced to report’ because if they do not tell the world 
what was happening, no one else would”.” Reflecting on what 
Al-Ghazzi calls “affective proximity”, which “captures the feel- 
ing of being close to violence in one’s own country and commu- 
nity”, Syrian journalists reported that “they felt they were 
needed to simultaneously project authenticity and emotion onto 
news narratives as well as act as objective witnesses able to pro- 
duce truthful accounts”. This reflects the need of journalists 
living in or through violent contexts to acknowledge the emo- 
tional aspects of their experiences as part of the reality they are 
reporting on. 


Challenges and Contradictions of Living Through 
Violence 


One of the most significant threats Myanmar independent me- 
dia are facing is the contradiction inherent in a reliance on dig- 
ital technologies that also render them vulnerable to digital se- 
curity threats and surveillance. Syrian and Tibetan media in ex- 
ile, also unable to safely physically access the country on which 
they report, despite being a vital source of independent infor- 
mation in and on their country, also grapple with this contra- 
diction.” All of these media face “network shutdowns, Internet 
filtering, social media censorship, confiscation of satellite 
dishes”, and other efforts to block the flow of information. Yet 
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according to the Media Development Investment Fund (MDIF), 
in the wake of the coup Myanmar media outlets have seen aston- 
ishing audience growth on social media platforms—as high as 93 
percent*—an immense benefit that is nevertheless undermined 
by the regime regularly cutting internet and phone lines, espe- 
cially in areas of heavy fighting between the Myanmar military 
and opposition forces.® One advantage in Myanmar, as in Syria, 
is that many of the media workers come from the same younger 
generation of digital natives who also make up a significant 
component of the media’s target online audience, including a di- 
verse community of young digital experts who quickly went un- 
derground in the wake of the coup and offered support to the 
media.” 

Although journalistic credibility is often linked to being on 
the ground and an eyewitness to events,” after the coup this 
quickly became unsafe for Myanmar’s independent professional 
journalists. Like Tibetan exile media, many independent Myan- 
mar media have had to rely on “circles of trust” that form their 
journalistic network of freelancers, non-professional citizen 
journalists (CJs) and social networks inside the country.” Reli- 
ance on freelancers and CJs is not a new phenomenon in Myan- 
mar. During the previous period of military rule, Myanmar me- 
dia and journalists inside the country did what they could to as- 
sist the outlets in exile, as did freelancers and CJs, even before 
anyone used that term. 

This time around, while still taking daunting risks to do 
their work, media outlet staff, freelancers and CJs working in 
Myanmar have a larger set of tools to rely on: better and more 
affordable technologies, more widely available and faster inter- 
net access, and more options for staying safe via the use of tools 
such as Signal and virtual private networks. Nevertheless, our 
panelists stressed that the situation is far more precarious for 


°° MDIF used Facebook follower and YouTube subscriber data for its audience 
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those working inside the country than it is for those operating 
in exile, and that without their labor many independent media 
would not be able to continue their work. By working in exile 
during the previous decades of military rule, Myanmar media 
went some way toward allaying their institutional precarity and 
enabling their operations to continue.“ Yet much like the last 
time, many staff, freelancers and CJs operating inside say they 
have often had very little financial or security support, in some 
cases even laboring for free and taking great risks in sharing in- 
formation. As Kraidy notes, the impact of creativity in making 
do despite constraints operates “according to rules of exclusion 
and inclusion that serve criteria of social distinction”.® As one 
working class Syrian noted about their 2011 revolution, “work- 
ing class Syrians felt even more obliged to tell the Syria story 
because they were stuck there as compared to their more mobile 
middle-class compatriots”—those intellectuals and journalists 
who were able to leave the country.” The precarity of those 
working inside Myanmar in the post-coup period is a topic of 
concern for many in the media field, including those on our 
panel.” 

It is therefore important to note that all of our keynote pan- 
elists, in addition to being women, have relatively privileged 
backgrounds that enabled them to attain education and English- 
language skills that prepared them for professional careers. This 
also made it possible for them to take advantage of the sudden 
opportunities presented by the influx of international donor 
funding and other kinds of support, as well as the opening in the 
media sector in the decade prior to the coup. 
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Coming of Age in a Time of Opportunity 


Myanmar’s decade of political opening was a time of change and 
opportunity. Panelist Tin Htet Paing changed careers in 2014, 
after spending five years working for an international logistics 
company in Yangon, and found that “2014 was such an interest- 
ing time to be in your 20’s. There were so many opportunities 
and so many possibilities. I decided to become a journalist no 
matter what”. Her peers cite similar stories of changing jobs and 
deciding to follow their passions, or as another panelist, media 
worker Grace Thu put it, “a career that impressed me”. Grace 
moved first into interpretation for journalists and media train- 
ers and then into media work after leaving a retail job, which, 
she said, “was not my best choice”. Another of our panelists, 
Shoon Naing, returned to Myanmar just before the 2015 elec- 
tions after pursuing a degree in engineering abroad. As the elec- 
tion neared, she also found work as an interpreter and fixer, and 
says this made her fall in love with journalism. Another panelist, 
Nang Hyeo Hom,*® returned home to Shan State in 2019 after ten 
years in Thailand, where she completed a university degree. She 
wanted to contribute to her community and was thrilled to dis- 
cover that a local ethnic media outlet was searching for young 
people to work with it. Wah Wah Phaw® also moved back to My- 
anmar after obtaining an advanced degree in a neighboring 
country. Inspired by her young journalist friends, she helped es- 
tablish a small civil society organization working on digital is- 
sues, media literacy training and eventually fact-checking, and 
was the only one of our panelists who had done at least some 
media work prior to the political opening. 


* This panelist requested anonymity. This is a pseudonym. 
® This panelist requested anonymity. This is a pseudonym. 
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Responding to the Shock 


Despite rumors of a possible coup circulating among media 
workers days and even weeks before 1 February, for most of 
these women a coup seemed inconceivable, and they did not be- 
lieve it would actually happen. In Grace’s words, “We didn't 
know they’d be that stupid”. But however ill-prepared and 
shocked, their work required them to think and react quickly 
and creatively to the constantly shifting and unpredictable en- 
vironment and new dangers. Yet without prior experience or 
knowledge to fall back on, the younger generation did not really 
know how to do that. 

When the coup happened, Myanmar editors and journalists 
suddenly had to deal with breaking news at all hours of the day 
and night, and, making matters worse, one of the coup regime’s 
first moves was to shut down the internet. When it was again 
possible to get online, they needed to institute immediate safety 
measures, such as moving from accustomed ways of communi- 
cating, like cellphones and Facebook messenger, onto safer plat- 
forms, like Signal. A few weeks into the coup, realizing that they 
had now become targets of the junta’s soldiers, journalists 
ditched their press IDs, hats and armbands, as well as their 
larger, professional equipment, shifting to unobtrusive equip- 
ment, primarily cellphones that had been wiped clean. As the 
security situation became increasingly dire, the focus shifted to 
the safety of their teams and figuring out how to support the 
journalists reporting on the ground. Many media workers felt 
the need to move from their homes to find temporary places to 
stay and work, which they then had to keep changing. Many fled 
the country entirely. Many news outlets closed their offices, at 
least temporarily, while they waited to see what would happen. 

In the midst of all of these changes and their need to flee to 
safety, media workers also had to manage the emotional weight 
of the atrocities they were witnessing in their own communities. 
Shoon Naing continued her reporting because, “it’s a very im- 
portant job to do right now, and so many changes were happen- 
ing and so many atrocities, and also very resilient fighting back 
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by the people”. She felt driven to document even the smallest 
developments. Much like their Syrian counterparts, Myanmar 
journalists have had “to deal, emotionally and logistically, with 
deaths of loved ones, as well as escape and exile”, experiences 
“often unrecognized as part of their journalistic labor”.”” Ac- 
knowledging this struggle is vital so we can move beyond the 
predominant research focus on Western foreign correspondents 
or one-off experiences of violence that journalists report on, to 
a greater understanding of the very different and difficult “ex- 
periences of communities that find themselves forced to live 
through violence”.” 

Myanmar media workers also had to grapple with the sud- 
den need to change organizational and personal plans. Before 
the coup, Wah Wah Phaw and her colleagues had been engaged 
in five-year planning, but on 1 February 2021 their plans were 
turned upside down. Recognizing that even fact-checking and 
media literacy programs could be used as weapons by the coup 
regime to create distrust of the media, they had to think hard 
about how to continue their work in ways that would not harm 
media colleagues who were already under immense pressure. As 
a result, Wah Wah Phaw’s organization made the difficult deci- 
sion to stop working as a fact-checker, because as she put it, 
“this is the time when we need to work as a community rather 
than working as an organization building a brand”. They de- 
cided instead to work directly with their journalist colleagues, 
whose work they had previously been monitoring, and help 
them with the investigative reporting they were now conduct- 
ing to counter military propaganda. And to further counter the 
impact of military propaganda, they also continued their media 
literacy work in local communities. The significant risks posed 
by the conflict required organizations like hers, that in times of 
peace function as watchdogs, to shift to cooperation with the 
media they used to monitor—an understandable shift, but one 


” Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 3. See also Kotisova, 2019; Rentschler, 2010; Wahl- 
Jorgensen, 2019. 
™ Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 3. See also Ashraf, 2022. 
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that in the long run has significant consequences for the media’s 
role as the Fourth Estate. 

Reflective of the opportunities for young media workers in 
the decade of political opening, Grace Thu and Nang Hyeo Hom 
had been promoted to jobs with far greater responsibility just 
one month before the coup, and on the very first day of the coup, 
Shoon Naing had assumed a team leadership position. Pointing 
to the impact of the coup on her appointment as Media Devel- 
opment Investment Fund’s Myanmar Program Director one 
month prior, Grace says, “It changed everything. We had to 
make so many quick decisions to protect ourselves and to pro- 
tect our partners. It was non-stop and very challenging”. Nang 
Hyeo Hom was also promoted one month prior to the coup, to 
deputy executive director of an ethnic media outlet, yet she had 
only recently returned to Myanmar. For this reason she had to 
adjust not only to being home in a country very different from 
the one she had left, but also to assuming a new management 
role. “I was the only manager inside Myanmar so I had to take 
charge”, she explained. “All of the staff were living in the office 
so I had to work quickly to find them safe houses, move our doc- 
uments and equipment out of the office, and eventually find a 
way for them all to cross the border into a neighboring country.” 

Many young generation journalists, while mourning the loss 
of their newsroom experiences, looked to their newsroom elders 
for advice about what to do. Although Tin Htet Paing was assis- 
tant editor at the investigative outlet Myanmar Now, she was 
also part of the younger generation. Reflecting on the rapid 
changes, she admitted: 


I didn’t know how to absorb this information, you know, 
because I was born after 1988. So we weren't trained to 
be in that situation. We only read about it in books. So I 
was really, really nervous. How do we cope with our life? 
What's the first thing we should do? Do we run out and 
protest, or what do we do? 


In the end, they all doubled down on their work to help address 
the difficult issues facing the country. 
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New Insights and Creative Responses to Conflict 


Even prior to the coup and its aftermath, several of the young 
media workers on our panel had been critically reflecting on 
what they knew and understood about their own country. Shoon 
Naing describes herself as Yangon born and bred, a student at 
an elite school who knew virtually nothing about the en- 
trenched problems in Myanmar until she returned home from 
abroad. She admits she was shocked by what she learned and 
observed while working in journalism and covering atrocities in 
the ethnic states, including the Rohingya crisis in Rakhine 
State.” She recalled thinking: “This has been going on in my 
country? Why the hell did I not know that? I was ashamed”. Like 
Shoon Naing, Grace also grew up in Yangon and went to a re- 
spected school, and only had access to more critical views about 
her country when she went abroad. Then, when both women 
started working in media they were able to gain a greater un- 
derstanding of their country’s stark complexities and the con- 
tradictions between what they had heard from the state-run me- 
dia during their childhoods and the reality they now under- 
stood. “We all grew up during dark times”, said Grace. “We 
thought the government media were the only media. But they 
can’t fool us anymore.” 

Tin Htet Paing’s experience, on the other hand, was quite 
different. She grew up in a town in the Ayeyarwady Delta, listen- 
ing to her father and his friends discussing current affairs, and 
with access to his newspapers and books. This gave her a better 
understanding of her country and a penchant for thinking crit- 
ically even before she started working in journalism. While ac- 
knowledging that many of her Burmese contemporaries have 
had to learn about the harsh realities of their country while on 
the job or overseas, Tin Htet Paing also points out that many 


” As noted previously, in 2017 more than 700,000 Rohingya Muslims fled 
across the Rakhine State border to Bangladesh to escape military attacks that 
the UN later described as ethnic cleansing. According to the UN, the Rohingya 
is the most persecuted minority in the world (Myanmar Rohingya, 2020; UN 
Refugees, 2022). 
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foreigners working in or on Myanmar are also often inade- 
quately informed. To understand the context and consequences 
of their work, whether that be their journalism on complex is- 
sues, such as ethnicity, or their funding and other support deci- 
sions if they work in the NGO sector, she says it is vital that they 
read news and analysis produced by independent Myanmar me- 
dia and listen to Myanmar editors and journalists. This mirrors 
a growing call from Myanmar people for greater control over 
their own stories, and criticism of the dominant narratives of 
events provided by foreign parachute journalists, analysts and 
other “experts”.” 

Our panelists’ insights into their country include the ways 
in which those from different backgrounds and ethnicities did 
not have the privilege of being fooled by government propa- 
ganda. Nang Hyeo Hom, who is Shan, grew up in a refugee camp 
on the Thailand-Burma border, and she was aware from an early 
age of the longstanding atrocities occurring in Myanmar’s eth- 
nic states. She had a starkly different viewpoint and understand- 
ing than her colleagues from the cities about the reality of their 
shared country long before she worked in media. Observations 
such as hers are not often found in research addressing violence 
and journalism, which largely “focuses on the notion of trauma 
and exposure, rather than on having to live with and/or in vio- 
lence”.” The lack of attention to contexts in which media work- 
ers live “with and/or in violence” applies both to the perspec- 
tives of Western foreign correspondents reporting on faraway 
contexts such as Myanmar, as well as to many of the pre-coup 
perspectives of the few urban-based Bama journalists who 


* Senior CNN international correspondent Clarissa Ward’s ‘parachute jour- 
nalism’ trip into Myanmar in early 2021 was controversial, for example—see 
journalists Aye Min Thant’s (2021) and Thin Lei Win’s (2021) responses. For 
criticisms of the work of foreign analysts or “experts”, see Babu (2021) and 
Linn (2022). Calls to decolonize area studies and dismantle the rampant 
whiteness in Burma studies include Tharaphi Than (2021) and Chu May Paing 
& Than Toe Aung (2021). 

™ Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 11. See also Ashraf, 2022; Brooten, 2006. 
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reported on violence in Myanmar’s ethnic nationality commu- 
nities.” 

The coup highlighted a generational memory gap as well. 
On the first morning of the coup, Grace was awakened by her 
aunt, who told her that all the phone lines in the capital Nay Pyi 
Daw had been shut down. Wondering why her aunt was telling 
her this, Grace replied that they would probably be back up and 
working soon. Only then did her aunt whisper that there had 
been a coup. “Her generation lived under repression for a long 
time, so when that happened she didn’t dare to say aloud in our 
own home that there was a coup. That was a shock to me”, Grace 
told us. Unlike the many younger people who had never experi- 
enced a coup and found it hard to believe it would happen, at 
least some of those who had lived under previous coup re- 
gimes—and their memories of those—made them fear discussing 
it openly. 

Despite the drastically changed circumstances after the 
coup, Myanmar’s independent media workers’ resilience and 
creative responses made it possible for information to continue 
flowing. Many lost their incomes and were forced almost over- 
night into newly precarious situations. The changes have also 
meant gut-wrenching costs for media workers, who have had to 
worry about the impact on family members either in exile with 
them or who remain in the country. “In some cases”, Grace ex- 
plained, “families have had to publicly disown their children out 
of a concern for their safety and security”. Situations like this 
reflect the unrecognized emotional labor required of many local 
media workers whose homes are in areas targeted with violence, 
yet which also spurs them on to imagine a better future.” 


> We use the term “ethnic nationality” (rather than ethnic minority) as it is 
generally preferred by Myanmar’s ethnic groups. 
7° Al-Ghazzi, 2021; Kotisova, 2019; Rentschler, 2010; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019. 
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Reimagining Myanmar Media and Journalism 


Since the coup, Myanmar’s younger activists and media workers 
have made it clear that they do not want to return to the status 
quo under another NLD government term, at least as it was to be 
after the 2020 election and before the coup. While the initial 
post-coup protests focused on the reinstatement of the NLD and 
Aung San Suu Kyi, this quickly changed—especially for younger 
people, who had become disillusioned with the party over the 
years prior to the coup,” and who now call for a more just, in- 
clusive, and democratic Myanmar. As a result, our panelists 
acknowledge that despite the devastating reality of the coup, it 
has also provided impetus and opportunity for reimagining a 
very different future Myanmar, including in the media sector. 
The women on our panel long for a future media landscape 
that is more diverse and multicultural, more secure and better 
resourced. Some of their concerns are practical yet necessary 
steps to a better future. Nang Hyeo Hom emphasizes the need to 
invest in ethnic voices and media, and to increase support for 
ethnic language content, so that a more representative and di- 
verse group of voices, stories and realities are heard and the 
many people who do not read or understand Burmese are not 
left out of the national conversation. Wah Wah Phaw calls for 
inclusive discussions about the kinds of future education and 
training the media—and future generations—will need. Pointing 
to the importance of a healthy political economy of the media 


” For example, poet, activist and post-coup revolutionary Maung Saungkha 
campaigned for the NLD in 2015 but left the party in 2018 after becoming 
disillusioned, in part by NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi’s decision to defend the 
arrests of two Reuters journalists who exposed a military massacre of Roh- 
ingya civilians. In 2020, his free speech youth advocacy group, Athan, found 
that more people faced legal action for criticizing the government under the 
NLD than under the previous military-linked government. While Aung San 
Suu Kyi is imprisoned incommunicado at present, Maung Saungkha fears that 
any future government under her leadership could one day choose to nego- 
tiate with the military or abandon the ideal of a federal union incorporating 
ethnic groups (The PDFs, 2022). See also Shoon Naing & Poppy McPherson 
(2018) and Nan Oo Nway (2022). 
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industry, Grace wants to see a future media landscape where in- 
dependent professional media are able to become financially 
sustainable. 

All of the panelists also stress the invaluable and brave con- 
tributions of citizen journalists and other young people working 
in especially precarious conditions, who have become key to the 
media’s ongoing resilience. They call for support for CJs and 
young people new to the field through safety trainings and other 
fellowships. Wah Wah Phaw also points to the need for young, 
local digital natives to help fight the increase in online misinfor- 
mation, disinformation and propaganda through fact-checking 
and human rights documentation. “You can really see the power 
of the younger generations leading the resistance”, she says. 
“When dreaming about the future of the media landscape, we 
need to think about how to support the younger generations and 
to ensure they are part of the discussion.” 

This involves taking better pay and working conditions se- 
riously, given the increasingly obvious need for trustworthy 
journalism. Although her previous non-media job paid very 
well, Tin Htet Paing says she used all of her savings during her 
first year as a journalist working for a national media outlet, and 
that her friends thought she was crazy to continue. Financial 
considerations, she argues, are one of the reasons many young 
people don’t pursue jobs in journalism. Shoon Naing observes 
that international media and organizations depend on national 
and local media for stories, insight and analysis, which is yet an- 
other reason why better working conditions that will attract 
good people are vital. 

The panelists also argue that despite their commitment to 
advancing the revolution, credible journalism requires contin- 
ued vigilance to protect media independence. Tin Htet Paing 
dreams of the day when no Myanmar media outlet is a mouth- 
piece of any individual, organization, or political party; “where 
journalists are not regarded as traitors for reporting on govern- 
ment wrongdoings”; where the public does not attack or 
threaten media; and where the government provides data 
freely. “Instead of the past toxic, divided atmosphere where 
journalists constantly attacked and criticized each other”, she 
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says, “I want to see a future where journalists can practice their 
skills freely and openly and where they can benefit from sector- 
wide debate and learning”. 

Perhaps most vitally, these women see the creative poten- 
tial of this historic moment, arguing that media workers in My- 
anmar right now have fertile ground for learning their trade in 
the most difficult circumstances, including, sadly, the coup, on- 
going fighting and the impact of genocide. While they warn as- 
piring media workers not to expect a fancy, easy or safe lifestyle, 
they also insist on the creative possibilities of commitment and 
care, and even the benefits of being a little “crazy” given the 
current context. “I would say you couldn’t have a more interest- 
ing period in your early career to study everything that could 
happen in a country”, Tin Htet Paing explains, “and to learn 
from our mistakes and to be better than us”. 


Proximity, Precarious Creative Labor, and Media Work 
in Lived Contexts of Violence 


The experiences of Myanmar’s young media workers provide a 
window into the creativity and emotional labor required to re- 
spond to a crisis such as the coup and its resultant forced expe- 
rience of exile, especially because they are part of those commu- 
nities directly targeted by the violence. In expanding our under- 
standing of creativity beyond the common, purely aesthetic un- 
derstanding of the term, we can gain insight into how media 
workers are reimagining their future through their unique 
forms of professional precarious creative labor. Examining the em- 
bodied experiences of Myanmar media workers and their affec- 
tive proximity to the violence allows us to move beyond the stale 
notions of distance that dominate the literature on journalism 
in contexts of conflict.” 

The women on our panel exemplify a professional sector of 
Myanmar independent media that did not exist at the start of 
the previous period of media in exile. Their professionalization 
over the years followed journalistic standards established in 


8 Al-Ghazzi, 2021; Ashraf, 2022. 
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countries enjoying relative stability and comparatively strong 
democratic institutions, predominantly in the West but also in- 
cluding some nations in Asia. In the aftermath of the 2021 coup, 
however, Myanmar’s independent media workers, while com- 
mitted to professionalism, are also committed to the success of 
the Spring Revolution. For some this has created an uncomfort- 
able ethical dilemma over concerns of bias when covering the 
resistance forces and the exiled NUG. 

While acknowledging that this phenomenon is not unique 
to the Myanmar context, it provoked the women on our panel to 
question what professional journalism looks like when journal- 
ists must live in and through the violence in their own commu- 
nities. Their affective proximity to the violence, and the embod- 
ied experiences this entails results in a journalism that simulta- 
neously provides factual news narratives and the kind of au- 
thenticity and emotion that better captures the lived experi- 
ences of affected communities than the distance of the domi- 
nant journalistic—and academic—discourses on independent, 
professional journalism. Yet the kind of detachment demanded 
by dominant journalistic frameworks can be especially difficult 
when the stakes are as high as they are in Myanmar; this is one 
of the specific challenges facing local journalists producing in- 
dependent reporting on this crisis. Tin Htet Paing, for example, 
says that who she is, what she has experienced and where she 
comes from inform her work, and that this is helpful in her jour- 
nalistic process: 


I don’t really understand the old, classical notion of jour- 
nalists being neutral and having no bias at all because I 
think no human can fully achieve neutrality and objec- 
tivity. 1am a human being first, then a journalist. I don’t 
try to pretend I have no bias. I acknowledge every bias I 
have and address it when it reflects on my work when it 
shouldn't. I also let my superiors vet my work. This is my 
process. 


This professional precarious creative labor also brings with it its 
own forms of inclusion and exclusion that reinforce professional 
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and social distinctions. Factors such as education, class, and the 
impact of ethnicity and geographical location provide different 
opportunities for different groups, such as the ability of some to 
leave the country, while others remain behind, performing es- 
pecially precarious labor in support of the Spring Revolution. 
The precarity of media workers inside the country in the post- 
coup period, for example, remains a topic of concern for many 
young media workers. 

Nevertheless, the coup has heightened media workers’ 
awareness of these inequalities and given them a better under- 
standing of their country and its history. They are more aware 
now of what has been going on for decades, of their earlier lack 
of recognition of the different experiences between those in ur- 
ban and rural, ethnic nationality-controlled areas, and of the 
problems posed by foreigners who parachute into decision-mak- 
ing positions or reporting excursions without an adequate un- 
derstanding of the context. All of these insights shape their pro- 
fessional precarious creative labor, and perhaps most vitally 
their creativity in imagining a new future for Myanmar. 

The professional precarious creativity of Myanmar’s young 
media workers helps us better understand the need for “contex- 
tual objectivity”, in which the desire to maintain professional 
ethics such as journalistic “objectivity” must also resonate with 
and adapt to the local cultural context.” As Al-Ghazzi puts it: 


The exclusive focus on journalism as a modern in- 
stitution linked to democratic governance and ra- 
tional choice comes at the expense of recognizing 
journalistic practices in other political contexts, 
even when these come at much greater risk to me- 
dia actors. In these cases, journalistic ideals of ob- 
jectivity, neutrality and balance naturally take dif- 
ferent forms and have to be contextualized within 
their affective milieus.” 


” Iskandar & el-Nawaway, 2004. 
*° Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 12. 
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To the extent that Myanmar media pursue “objectivity”, they 
“pursue it with more collective, dialogic, egalitarian and mul- 
tiperspectival methods” than has been conventionally taught in 
dominant approaches to journalism.* This bodes well for the 
multicultural, inclusive and egalitarian future of Myanmar and 
its media that the women keynote panelists are working to cre- 
ate. 
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” Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 3. See also Kotisova, 2019; Rentschler, 2010; Wahl- 
Jorgensen, 2019. 
™ Al-Ghazzi, 2021, p. 3. See also Ashraf, 2022. 
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How Independent News Media Struggles to Survive 
Kyaw Swar 
Abstract 


Independent media in Myanmar benefited from ten years of rel- 
ative press freedom until the 2021 military coup. After the coup, 
these media agencies did their best to report on protest move- 
ments as oppression quickly increased, with the Myanmar mili- 
tary targeting, detaining, torturing and killing journalists. Many 
media agencies and workers have now left the country or moved 
to other areas of Myanmar free from military control in order to 
continue operating. This article discusses some of the difficul- 
ties independent news media now encounter in reporting, in- 
cluding how international support for these media organiza- 
tions is insufficient to mitigate the huge safety and security 
challenges journalists face in Myanmar and abroad. It concludes 
with a list of recommendations for international media support 
organizations. 


Introduction 


After the 1 February 2021 military coup, people’s interest in in- 
dependent news media increased, as they were eager to seek out 
the truth about what was happening. At the same time, the mil- 
itary sought to oppress independent news media agencies in 
earnest, using several methods. In the first month after the 
coup, most journalists who were detained by authorities—while 
simply trying to report the news—were released within 24 hours 
of their detention. But in March 2021, the military began press- 
ing charges against the journalists they detained. On 5 March 
2021, the military raided the office of the Myanmar Now media 
organization and revoked its license to publish, along with the 
licenses of Mizzima, 7 Day, the Democratic Voice of Burma 
(DVB), and Khit Thit Media. At the time of writing, nearly two 
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years after the 2021 coup, the total number of media organiza- 
tion licenses the military has arbitrarily revoked sits at 12. 

The military has detained no less than 115 journalists 
throughout the country, and approximately 40 of them remain 
imprisoned. Since 2021, the military has killed no fewer than 
four journalists and photographers. Myanmar’s ranking in the 
Press Freedom Index has fallen three years in a row and now 
stands at 176™ place among 180 countries. The Committee to 
Protect Journalists (CPJ) has announced that Myanmar is now 
the second-worst country in the world by its metrics, with the 
military having detained and imprisoned so many journalists 
throughout 2021 and 2022. A small number of journalists have 
been released from prison after serving their sentences. The 
military offered to release about 6,000 prisoners throughout the 
country on the 17 October 2022 as an amnesty in commemora- 
tion of National Victory Day, but there were only a few journal- 
ists among those released. 

In the early days of the coup, journalists throughout Myan- 
mar were able to report at protests while wearing press helmets. 
However, the security situation has deteriorated so much that 
currently it is impossible for a journalist to even disclose their 
job to another person. Most journalists now work ‘underground’ 
due to their profession becoming a basis for the military and its 
supporters to detain or kill them. Most news media agencies 
have by now either moved to territories controlled by ethnic 
armed organizations, out of control of the Myanmar military, or 
have relocated to neighboring countries. 


Difficulties Reporting Authentic News 


It is no secret that independent news media agencies face over- 
whelming challenges reporting news following the coup, such as 
obtaining and verifying information, financial and technological 
difficulties in running the news agencies, and challenges related 
to journalists’ security and protection. Most news agencies are 
now completely unable to gather news in-person on the ground, 
and they mostly rely on citizen journalists (CJs) to gather news 
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and information, which is difficult to authenticate and verify. 
News agencies now compete with each other to break news 
online using information, photos, and videos sent in by audience 
informants and agency CJs. 

CJs have in many cases replaced conventional journalists on 
the ground, leading to many news agencies that stand with the 
people struggling to abide by primary journalistic principles 
such as impartiality. While some CJs want to systematically 
study and pursue journalism as a career, many see their work as 
revolutionary in spirit, aiming to expose and report on the 
atrocities committed by the military as they occur; access to 
such information has become a necessity in the revolution since 
the coup. CJs who live on the ground in Myanmar are provided 
with only short training courses but are heavily relied upon to 
gather information. The quality of their reporting is a concern, 
and it is questionable whether it is possible to report without 
bias in such extreme circumstances. Because CJs are risking 
their lives and facing security risks in gathering news as a part 
of the revolution, it is difficult to entirely adhere to the ideal 
that ‘journalists cannot be activists’. 

That challenge becomes a barrier in revealing the entire 
truth, as mentioned above. Some news agencies have declared 
themselves as revolution-news agencies, and they report news 
swiftly, often with questionable verification processes. Most 
news agencies turn a blind eye to human rights violations by 
revolutionary forces, the killing of civilians by People’s Defense 
Forces based on false information, and war crimes committed by 
armed groups opposing the Myanmar military. It is possible that 
agencies do not report these types of events because, although 
they are true, the public could criticize them and turn against 
them for it. While some busy news agencies face this kind of dif- 
ficulty, there are other outlets that struggle to operate at all. 
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The Reality of International Support of the News 
Media 


Since the coup, news media agencies have had absolutely no in- 
come from advertisements, and therefore have had to rely com- 
pletely on funding and support from other sources, such as in- 
ternational organizations. Myanmar news agencies had to un- 
dergo emergency relocations to the Thailand-Myanmar border 
and China-Myanmar border areas, which funding from the in- 
ternational community was instrumental in supporting. How- 
ever, international funding for news agencies is affected by gaps 
in donor organizations’ systems and methods of selection. Some 
news media outlets do not receive any funding at all, or they re- 
ceive only a small sum of money, for their work trying to report 
authentic, unbiased news. 

There is an abundance of funds for major news agencies 
such as DVB, Mizzima, Myanmar Now, Irrawaddy and Frontier 
Myanmar; international donor organizations also prioritize se- 
lect organizations such as Burma News International (BNI), an 
umbrella organization for local news agencies. The above media 
agencies have the luxury to choose which organizations they 
will be funded by and did not seem to have significant financial 
problems following the coup, even when transitioning their base 
of operations abroad to a location outside of Myanmar. 

On the other hand, there are numerous news agencies 
which have been reporting accurate and authentic news since 
the coup, and gaining public trust, although there is still a huge 
gap in audience numbers and organizational size when com- 
pared to major news agencies. These outlets include a lot of local 
news agencies which are not a part of BNI, as well as others that 
receive very little funding from the international community 
and are struggling as the days pass. These agencies covering 
news and reporting accurately in real-time receive no support, 
raising questions about donor organizations’ selection pro- 
cesses. The systems and selection criteria used by international 
donor and fund management organizations to choose media 
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recipients of financial support are not transparent. There have 
been accusations against these organizations about the selection 
processes involved. Some claim that only those agencies with 
close relationships to them are selected; as the proverb says, 
“Only when you know the person, can you see that they are just”. 

It is difficult for organizations to refute such accusations 
with blanket statements or claims that they are unfounded. 

It is not clear which criteria are used by donor organizations 
when selecting which outlets to provide financial support to. Is 
it audience reach, news quality, type of content, project man- 
agement skills, donor compliance capacity, or other standards? 
On top of contending with these existential funding issues, news 
agencies also face risks every day simply trying to report the 
news in any way they can. 


Safety and Security Challenges of News Media 


When the military initiated its brutal oppression of the media, 
most agencies’ staff and offices had to move to the Thailand- 
Myanmar and China-Myanmar borders for safety and security 
reasons. Those who fled to the Thailand-Myanmar border then 
had to move again, this time into Thailand, due to the intense 
advancement of the military. In the process of doing so, some 
news agencies received timely funding, but there were many 
journalists who did not receive funding early enough, leading 
them to take risks and live in unsafe circumstances. They faced 
problems such as not understanding the laws in Thailand, lan- 
guage difficulties, inadequate temporary accommodation, and 
the financial demands associated with arriving in Thailand ille- 
gally. 

At the time of writing, some active news agencies who re- 
port in accordance with quality standards are still struggling to 
pay their staff an adequate salary. Some still face difficulties in 
finding accommodation and covering the costs of official resi- 
dency cards or visas for staff members. Although this article 
cannot exhaustively list how many news agencies are in this 
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position, the abovementioned difficulties are real challenges 
faced by many. 

The news agencies that relocated to the China-Myanmar 
border faced different kinds of challenges. Some were restricted 
from reporting about the organization controlling the territory 
they lived in for security reasons, and some were even threat- 
ened. Journalists experienced military artillery attacks and air 
strikes in person, and some journalists lost their lives in these 
indiscriminate attacks. 

Journalists still working underground in-country are at con- 
stant risk of being detained by the military, and they lack ade- 
quate safety and security training and technological support. 
There are few news agencies able to provide sufficient protec- 
tion for their journalists. For example, only a few of the many 
journalists arrested and charged by the military were lucky 
enough to receive lawyers, salaries or stipends, or have their vis- 
itation costs covered, during their imprisonment, let alone 
other support. Insufficient accommodation and safehouses for 
targeted journalists, lack of equipment and training on how to 
reduce the risk of arrest when recording videos and photos, and 
lack of protection mechanisms in place for journalist arrests are 
some of the security difficulties Myanmar journalists experience 
on a daily basis as they struggle to report in high-risk situations. 


Policy Recommendations for Supporting Independent 
News Media 


Based on the realities described above, the following is a list of 
policy recommendations for local and international stakehold- 
ers: 


e Prioritize capacity building training on newsroom man- 
agement during crisis periods. 

e Encourage putting CJ protection mechanisms in place in 
every news agency as CJs are crucial and heavily relied 
upon at this time. 
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e Ensure news media actually practice their safety and se- 
curity policies in order to receive funding. 

e Provide technology support to journalists in areas where 
internet is not available so that they are able to send in- 
formation safely and securely. 

e Allocate a percentage of the funding provided to each 
news agency to safety and protection concerns. 

e Monitor the use of funds provided to news agencies and 
prioritize transparency. 

e Assist news agencies and journalists who meet the re- 
quirements for obtaining visas, residency cards, 
healthcare, and basic humanitarian support; these are 
necessities when based abroad or in border areas. 

e Provide more financial support to the local news agen- 
cies that are trusted by the public. 

e Encourage news agencies based in border areas where 
ethnic armed groups have control to report news more 
independently. 


Conclusion 


Myanmar recently enjoyed the taste of democracy. For the dec- 
ade leading up to the 2021 coup, people had the opportunity to 
access unbiased information reported by independent news 
agencies in real-time. After the coup, there was a decline in 
every sector of the country, including news media. Independent 
and unbiased news agencies are doing everything in their power 
to survive under a military dictatorship that oppresses them. No 
matter what kind of difficulties the news media sector faces, it 
continues to be vital in highlighting the difficult lives of people 
in Myanmar and plays a crucial role in building federal democ- 
racy. 
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Pictured: A flash strike protest against 
the military coup photographed by a 
Lu Nge Khit journalist in 2021. 
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Lu Nge Khit: Swimming Against the Tide 
Hsu Htet?* 
Abstract 


The 2021 military coup in Myanmar led to soldiers targeting and 
persecuting media organizations. Offices were raided, licenses 
were revoked, and journalists were detained, tortured and 
killed. Numerous media organizations did not survive these at- 
tacks and others were forced to relocate outside of the country. 
Bucking this trend, one group of dedicated media supporters de- 
cided to start a new outlet to fight for press freedom, access to 
information and human rights in Myanmar. We formed Lu Nge 
Khit with the mandate to provide content for Myanmar’s youth 
and prevent them from growing up in a dark age of information 
like we did in the 1990s and 2000s, when military propaganda, 
misinformation and disinformation dominated our develop- 
ment as children, teenagers and young adults. Our organiza- 
tion’s journalists and citizen journalists work in a context of im- 
mense insecurity and our organization faces many practical 
challenges, yet it has grown steadily and seen several successes 
since 2021. 


Introduction 


Relations between Myanmar’s media and state authorities have 
always been fraught. This may be connected to the role that the 
press has played in many of the country’s political movements. 
The story of British authorities expelling Aung San from Ran- 
goon University for not giving away writer Nyo Mya’s identity 
as the author of an anti-colonial article published in the univer- 
sity student union’s Oway magazine, of which Aung San was 


‘Hsu Htet is a founder of the Lu Nge Khit news agency. Lu Nge Khit means 
“Era of the Youth” in English. 
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editor, has long been a motivational story for young journalists 
in Myanmar. The university, worker and farmer strikes that fol- 
lowed this event led to the armed rebellion for independence 
from British rule.’ 

Myanmar society enjoyed press freedom in the post-inde- 
pendence period of parliamentary democracy, from 1948 to 
1962, after which a military coup led new authorities to render 
the media an enemy of the state.* The military’s Burma Socialist 
Programme Party banned private media, shut down or national- 
ized publications, introduced censorship, arrested journalists 
and filled the remaining state media with propaganda. The me- 
dia sector in Myanmar struggled to serve the people in these re- 
pressive conditions for nearly five decades. This media policy 
not only made people’s daily lives more difficult, but it also 
caused devastating harm at times of conflict and disaster. For 
example, people’s lack of access to information and journalists’ 
lack of freedom to report likely contributed to the deaths of over 
100,000 people when Cyclone Nargis ravaged Ayeyarwady Divi- 
sion in 2008.* 

While the years following the military’s 2008 Constitution 
saw improved elections, increased civilian participation in poli- 
tics and the removal of pre-publication censorship, this did not 
prevent intimidation, detention and attacks against journalists.° 
During the Union Solidarity and Development Party’s govern- 
ment term from 2011-2016, and continuing under the National 
League for Democracy’s term from 2016-2021, the media and 
journalists were at constant risk, most often attacked for report- 
ing on corruption, human rights violations, and the actions of 
the Myanmar military. Some reporters investigating human 
rights violations by the Myanmar military were even charged 


* Lintner, 2001. 

> Burma had the freest press in Asia in the 1950s (Ohnmar Nyunt, 2018) but 
was named ‘top enemy of the press in Asia’ by the US-based Committee to 
Protect Journalists in 1988. 

‘ The official death toll and number of people missing stands at over 130,000 
people but other estimates have put the count closer to 300,000. 

> Brooten, 2016. 


Hsu Htet | 227 


with high treason and imprisoned.° Others received death 
threats, faced physical violence or were killed by authorities.’ 

When the military staged its latest coup on 1 February 2021, 
journalists knew the media would likely suffer from a brutal 
crackdown and severe repression. Being aware of the vital role 
the media plays in struggles for democracy, the authoritarian 
coup leaders predictably quickly oppressed the fourth estate, 
using the same methods as in the past.* The army’s new State 
Administration Council (SAC) targeted journalists and news ser- 
vice providers that reported on the military’s mass violence 
against peaceful protests, revoking the registration of 13 local 
and national news media agencies. Huge, township and district- 
level internet shutdowns took place, often to hide military of- 
fensives and abuses. The SAC banned home satellite dishes, in- 
stalled spyware on internet service providers and aimed to con- 
trol access to information by targeting the media workers and 
agencies that criticized the coup and reported on the army’s 
mass violence, torture and killings of civilians. 

At the time of writing, a total of 154 journalists have been 
arrested since the coup and 57 are still detained.’ At least one 
reporter has been killed in military interrogation and at least 
two more killed in military attacks. Pu Dwee Tin, a journalist 
based in Chin State, was arrested in a conflict area and killed 


° Reuters journalists Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo were arrested in 2017 for 
exposing just one of the many massacres of Rohingya people by the Myanmar 
military in northern Rakhine State. They were found guilty of breaching the 
Official Secrets Act on 3 September 2018 and were in prison for a total of 511 
days before being released in an amnesty (PEN America, 2019). 

’ For instance, freelance journalist Ko Par Gyi (aka) Aung Kyaw Naing was 
killed by the Myanmar military while reporting near the Thailand-Myanmar 
border in 2014 (Regan & Stout, 2014). 

*In general, authoritarian regimes, such as the Myanmar military’s sporadic 
but dominant juntas, control information to maintain power. This control 
can be broken down into six techniques: suppression of local media, 
dissemination of propaganda, ownership of media outlets, censorship of 
independent outlets, blockage of access to technology and restrictions of 
access to outsiders (Ghitis, 2002). 

° A total of 97 journalists were released during the most recent amnesty in 
October 2022. 
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together with other civilians. A Sai K, an editor of the Federal 
Journal, was hit by an artillery shell and killed while reporting 
in a conflict zone. 

The junta sealed off the homes of media workers and threat- 
ened and arrested their family members. Myanmar journalists 
now face death threats, attacks and arrests mobilized through 
pro-military groups and accounts on social media. Hundreds of 
media workers have lost their livelihoods. Although some or- 
ganizations managed to relocate staff to areas outside of mili- 
tary control to continue their work, others, such as the 7 Day 
News Journal and The Voice Daily, completely shut down. My- 
anmar is now ‘the country without newspapers’: since 17 
March 2021, Myanmar has not had a single independent print 
newspaper in publication."’ According to the World Press Free- 
dom Index by Reporters Without Borders, Myanmar’s press free- 
dom decreased dramatically in the year after the coup, and it 
currently stands at 176th out of 180 countries, followed by coun- 
tries like North Korea and Iran.” Robust press freedoms and the 
right to information, always struggled for in Myanmar, have 
been pushed to the brink of destruction by the 2021 coup. 


Starting Lu Nge Khit: New, but Not So New 


We, the founders and editors of Lu Nge Khit, grew up in the late 
1980s and 1990s under the previous military regime. Access to 
independent and verifiable information was difficult, but mili- 
tary propaganda was always available.” Our growth and devel- 
opment was shaped by military misinformation and disinfor- 
mation, including intense nationalist propaganda. For instance, 


*° Myanmar Becomes a Nation, 2021. 

" There are a handful of non-military news agencies that have continued 
running inside Myanmar after coming to agreements with the military junta. 
BBC Myanmar continues with staff in the country. Myanmar private media 
such as the Eleven Media Group and the Standard Times are also still 
permitted to run, as they agreed to follow the junta’s ‘media policy’. 

” Reporters Without Borders, 2022. 

% Lintner, 2021. 
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we were intimately familiar with the slogans “VOA is lying, BBC 
is lying, RFA is fueling” at the back of newspapers, although we 
had no idea what these organizations did. Growing up watching 
the TV news and the military parades, we thought soldiers were 
protecting people. This thought was further misshaped by prop- 
aganda war movies, with roles played by charming actors and 
actress, which represented ethnic armed groups as villains and 
destabilizing rebels. We were constantly told to use low-quality 
local products—rarely even available for purchase—without be- 
ing told why the military regime was promoting that policy. The 
news informed us that no one was dying of hunger in our coun- 
try, unlike places like Ethiopia, because ours was a Buddhist 
country, which encouraged many of us to worship Buddhism 
and try to forget or justify our hardships. Disinformation also 
influenced the social fabric, with discrimination against Mus- 
lims becoming deeply rooted due to military propaganda aimed 
at scapegoating and engendering hysteria. 

We are concerned about today’s youth suffering under a re- 
peat of the dark, distrustful, divisive age we grew up in. Alt- 
hough technological advancements have thrust us into the dig- 
ital age, internet-based media platforms are now being affected 
by increasing disinformation and misinformation: the former 
caused by the military’s systematic attempts at psychological 
warfare and propaganda, and the latter often honest mistakes 
due to difficulties verifying stories and/or the lack of robust ed- 
itorial policies. Although access to accurate and balanced infor- 
mation in Myanmar has become more critical than ever, inde- 
pendent media operations on the ground have only become 
fewer and weaker. 

We participated in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) 
following the coup. As the situation quickly deteriorated, we de- 
cided to remain steadfast and never give up on the journalism 
profession. We came together and founded Lu Nge Khit. Report- 
ing impartially on important stories and providing the public 
with opportunities to participate in dialogue would be our fight 
against injustice and authoritarianism. Forged in the ashes of 
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the coup, this new organization would be a force for democracy 
and the rights of the Myanmar people. 

We founded Lu Nge Khit with three objectives. The first is to 
counter the misinformation that has thrived in independent 
media since the coup. Social media—particularly Facebook—was 
implicated in facilitating increased intercommunal violence in 
Rakhine State long before the coup,* and many new Facebook 
pages have now proliferated online, in response to the SAC’s 
suppression of the public. Some merely report news ina satirical 
style, making fun of authorities and other groups. Others pub- 
lish hasty, unverified news, prioritizing speed over quality. 
Many new Facebook pages irresponsibly spread compromised 
news reports, tarnishing the quality of independent media and 
eroding the public’s trust—not to mention abusing the public’s 
right to true information. 

Another part of our first objective is to counter military and 
other disinformation. Systematic propaganda campaigns are be- 
ing spread through state media such as the Myawaddy television 
channel, and on social media platforms such as Telegram and 
Facebook. One of the military’s campaigns is to—both directly 
and indirectly—denounce, defame and slander those who resist 
the coup or still support the outcome of the 2020 elections. The 
junta also spreads disinformation about the international com- 
munity, claiming some organizations and national governments 
are supporting ‘terrorism’—its term for anti-coup resistance. 
This involves disseminating fake news, creating fake social me- 
dia accounts and influencing online discussions, hacking civil- 
ians, and more. 

Our second objective is to provide news that is tailored and 
useful to young people. We aim to act as a platform for facilitat- 
ing the free expression of Myanmar’s youth. The youth of today 
are the leaders of tomorrow, but they suffer the most from mil- 
itary persecution due to their passionate participation in anti- 
coup resistance. Young people have lost their education, jobs 
and political rights after the coup. They deserve a space to share, 


“ Whitten-Woodring et al., 2020. 
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to discuss and to work through the difficulties of life under mil- 
itary rule together. 

Our third objective is to assist the citizen journalists (CJs) 
from different parts of Myanmar who risk their lives sharing 
and publishing the events covered up by the SAC’s media policy 
and propaganda. CJs, who are mostly younger, face innumerable 
difficulties in their work and personal lives. At the same time, in 
Myanmar’s increasingly unsafe reporting environment, media 
organizations inside and outside the country depend on them 
more than ever. CJs were crucial to understanding the 2007 po- 
litical uprising in Myanmar, even before they could use 
smartphone technology.” Lu Nge Khit aims to utilize its exper- 
tise to mentor, train and guide CJs in their work, as well as pro- 
vide them with production facilities and other support. 

Bearing this in mind, through all our actions we strive to 
safeguard the freedom of the press and the institutionalization 
of democracy in Myanmar. As editors we monitor reporting and 
prioritize the public interest. We not only report on rights vio- 
lations, but we respect and exercise those rights in our work- 
place. Lu Nge Khit has zero tolerance of plagiarism, exploitation 
and discrimination. Most of our journalists are young, like our 
audience, and key leadership roles are held by women. 


Practical Challenges 


Starting a new media organization is challenging at any time, let 
alone in direct response to a military coup. Even if we ignore the 
military’s suppression of the media, the junta’s absurd economic 
policies have led to huge devaluation of the national currency 
and a massive downturn in spending and investment. The busi- 
ness models of major media organizations, already severely 
tested by the COVID-19 pandemic, are now obsolete. Even large 


* During what came to be called the 2007 Saffron Revolution, CJs, internet 
café users, and bloggers anonymously uploaded images and videos of the 
military’s persecution of protesters. They emailed information to friends and 
relatives outside Myanmar and even carried data across the border to 
Thailand (Chowdhury, 2008). 
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organizations with public donation schemes, subscriptions, ad- 
vertisements and live broadcast services have struggled. Lu Nge 
Khit faces both internal and external challenges in its ongoing 
attempts to establish itself. 

Our external challenges relate to the military’s suppression 
of the media and persecution of journalists. Although Lu Nge 
Khit operates underground without registration, meaning the 
military regime does not know who works for us, our journalists 
still face security challenges due to their record of previous em- 
ployment. This was not helped by some of the media organiza- 
tions that agreed to the military’s media policy reportedly 
providing information on which of their employees quit to join 
the CDM. Myanmar journalists are targeted for arrest not just 
for what they do in the present, but for what they did in the past. 
One notable international example was the regime’s detention 
of American journalist Danny Fenster (a contributor to this spe- 
cial issue), who was arrested at Yangon airport for being previ- 
ously associated with media organization Myanmar Now, even 
though he had long since quit and was working at a different 
organization at the time of the coup.’® He spent six months in 
prison. 

In some cases, journalists are traced by the information they 
had to provide to authorities before the coup. For instance, jour- 
nalists who covered election news and parliamentary sessions 
from 2011-2021 often had to provide details to civilian authori- 
ties in order to do so, including their addresses. After the coup 
the military and its supporters used this information to target 
these journalists. One Lu Nge Khit journalist was forced to flee 
their home as their address and the fact that they previously 
worked with Al Jazeera was promulgated in the pro-military Tel- 
egram channel Han Nyein Oo.” Several of our journalists have 
been forced to leave their homes due to security concerns—even 


‘* Myanmar Musings, 2022. 

“” Han Nyein Oo has over 100,000 pro-military subscribers. Participants 
promote military propaganda and reveal the information, activities and 
locations of anti-coup activists and journalists. They also use it to mobilize 
for physical attacks on them and their property (Soe San Aung, 2023). 
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though their association with Lu Nge Khit was kept secret. Some 
must move repeatedly, which is risky and expensive. Some have 
‘Profession: Journalist’ printed on their national identity cards 
and household registration documents, limiting their ability to 
do simple things like rent a house, use air travel, or even open a 
bank account without compromising their security and being 
exposed and persecuted. 

The internal challenges we face relate to the technological 
context of digital news in Myanmar and also our mental wellbe- 
ing. Lu Nge Khit is an online, digital media organization, with a 
presence on internet platforms like Facebook, Telegram and 
YouTube, among others. However, Facebook is most crucial: 
over 28 million people in Myanmar used Facebook as their main 
source of news before the coup, which is approximately 51 per- 
cent of the population, and 29.1 percent of the population has 
remained active on Facebook despite internet shutdowns and 
restrictions after the coup.” Facebook is the most important 
platform for distributing our news, and consequently, its re- 
strictions shape most of our operations. 

Reaching users on Facebook is constrained by the platform’s 
algorithms and the amount of money spent on promoting posts, 
as opposed to the quality, newsworthiness or public interest of 
a particular story. When we report on political violence such as 
conflict, torture, arson and killings, posts are often taken down. 
Facebook’s algorithms also often ‘warn’ the Lu Nge Khit media 
page for allegedly violating ‘community standards’. This forces 
us to moderate the contents of our reporting for the platform, 
raising the question of whether freedom of information and the 
press is even possible on Facebook. The platform seems geared 
to reduce the quality and reliability of information in favor of its 
profits. This problem is not new, and other digital media, both 
local and national, have raised similar concerns as more and 
more people began receiving their news through Facebook. In 
September 2022, 45 media organizations published a joint state- 
ment urging Facebook to review its policy to reduce what it calls 


*® NapoleonCat, 2023a. 
* NapoleonCat, 2023b. 
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‘public affairs content’ in users’ news feeds—in the Myanmar 
context, this is a euphemism for preventing news in the public 
interest from reaching users.” At the time of writing this article, 
Lu Nge Khit’s Facebook page, which has more than 300,000 fol- 
lowers, is one step away from being closed for good by the plat- 
form for violating ‘community standards’ too many times when 
reporting important news from Myanmar. 

Another internal challenge for Lu Nge Khit is maintaining 
the positive mental health of our team. Dealing with the stress 
of insecurity, the difficulties of living in a failed economy, and 
the traumatic and violent events in our own personal lives, all 
while reporting daily on the horrors perpetrated by the military, 
is our default state.” Too often we repress our trauma in order 
to continue working productively. Our journalists are most at 
risk of mental health concerns. Whenever a journalist’s source 
who knows their identity is arrested, even if they do not talk un- 
der military interrogation, the journalist must relocate and/or 
hide until they get some kind of partial assurance their own 
identity and whereabouts are safe. Of all our staff, journalists 
spend the most time dealing with graphic violence and worse, 
either in original reporting or fact-checking. While journalists 
strive to do all this objectively and with detachment, it is diffi- 
cult for them not to be affected. When not working, they sleep 
restlessly. Sometimes when our journalists contact sources by 
phone for comment, the source is hiding or running from artil- 
lery, air strikes or other threats. Detachment is impossible in 
such circumstances. 

Sometimes these internal and external challenges are inter- 
twined. The fact that the Lu Nge Khit team works mostly re- 
motely and online, without an official registered presence in 
Myanmar, mitigates existential security concerns, but poses 
challenges to reporting. Journalists must be cautious to identify 


*° Free Expression Myanmar, 2022. 

*! One overview updated in 2019 claims 80 percent of journalists, including 
foreign correspondents and freelancers, which cover war, disasters, and 
conflict, experience work-related trauma and are at risk of developing 
mental health related problems (Smith et al., 2019). 
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themselves and must build trust with sources in other ways. As 
military persecution of society worsens, some people are refus- 
ing to talk to journalists out of fear. Our journalists are sus- 
pected of being military informants if they ask sensitive ques- 
tions without building up sufficient trust beforehand. Because 
we are unregistered, we also cannot directly contact the military 
and police forces for their right of reply or to verify news—alt- 
hough as noted, in the current context, that would only lead to 
the military targeting our organization for suppression more 
precisely, potentially leading to the detention and torture of our 
staff. 

These challenges all affect our ongoing mission to meet our 
objectives. With that said, our first year of operation from 2021- 
2022 ran successfully. We covered many important stories and 
have gained a loyal audience. One incident encapsulates both 
our successes and our challenges. Figure 1 is a photo taken by 
one of our journalists during a peaceful protest held by youth on 
7 July 2022 in Hlaing Township, Yangon Region.” A white vehicle 
can be seen ramming into a protester from behind at speed; it 
continued on and narrowly missed our journalist. The car looks 
like a private vehicle, but was in fact driven by soldiers, who now 
use any means to terrorize the public and intimidate protest- 
ers.” After running over the protester, the soldiers fired two 
shots from the car and threw a sound grenade. The Lu Nge Khit 
journalist and the victim injured by the car managed to escape— 
but five young protesters were not so lucky and were detained. 


» Han Thit, 2022. 

> The military has used private and military vehicles to kill and injure 
peaceful protesters dozens of times since the coup. The Irrawaddy put 
together a list of such events in 2021—let alone 2022 (A Chronology, 2021). 
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Figure 1 


Military in civilian car rams protester at speed. 
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Our journalists are proud to still walk among the public and con- 
tribute to their communities as best they can. Lu Nge Khit has 
covered many peaceful protests led by youth and student activ- 
ists—a selection shown in thumbnails in figure 2. All of our cov- 
erage is non-profit and our image and video assets are often 
used and widely shared by other local and international media 
outlets. 
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Figure 2 


A selection of photographs from protests Lu Nge Khit covered in 2021 
and 2022, which were then used and shared by other media outlets. 


Aims and Anticipation 


Sustainability remains just a dream when we must struggle daily 
for our organization to survive. Lu Nge Khit alone lacks the re- 
sources to prosper long term in the context of military oppres- 
sion, where viable revenue models, predictable currency and 
economic policy, and freedom of the press do not exist. Thanks 
to generous donors we have reached this far, but we still lack the 
capacity to extend our coverage and programs. We produced 
successful programs such as a CJ column, the Weekly Youth 
Voice program, and a podcast series on mental wellbeing which 
received praise and endorsements. We produced youth, women, 
and minorities-focused content, which were widely shared. We 
will soon produce an ‘Info for Youth’ column, which will provide 
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expert inputs on health and education matters to young people, 
in addition to the existing news program. Anecdotally, requests 
for media support from donors doubled in the year after the 
coup,” and one donor openly stated that “the sustainability of 
our existing partners is currently our priority”.” Donors are 
hesitant to back a new media agency based in post-coup Myan- 
mar, especially when there are three major exile media outlets 
that have covered Myanmar since the 1990s and are based in 
Thailand. 

While future sustainability remains a concern, Lu Nge Khit 
is proud to be fighting for freedom of the press and the right to 
information. We cannot realistically expect to extend our pro- 
grams geographically and thematically just yet, but deep down 
we hope Lu Nge Khit can grow to be firmly established as an in- 
dependent media agency for youth that is respected by the peo- 
ple and supported by its audience, known for its public service, 
rather than for its profits, or for accepting military domination. 
One day, we and all media in Myanmar will be able to report 
freely without military persecution, censorship, and the re- 
strictions of problematic online platforms. 
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How the West Helped (and Failed to Help) 
Myanmar TV Journalism, 2010-2021 


Kay Mastenbroek 
Abstract 


This article describes the relationship between the new genera- 
tion of Myanmar journalists, and the participants and donors 
from Europe, Australia, and North America that funded and 
trained these journalists from 2012 onwards. Written from the 
perspective of a European practitioner, it describes how Myan- 
mar journalists, growing up in a country deprived of free media, 
learned to handle the new press freedoms from 2012 onwards, 
until the moment the Myanmar military generals ended their 
experiment with democracy, deciding it (and press freedom) 
had stopped suiting their interests. The article describes how 
Western trainers and coaches tried to help form a new tradition 
of journalism for the country and how this both succeeded and 
failed. The author, a Dutch media director and producer, worked 
for over 12 years with Myanmar journalists. Together they had 
their victories, when millions of people watched their investiga- 
tive documentaries, and together they also had their failures. 


A Background in the West 


In the 1980s, communication science was still dominated by the 


m1 


ideas of Adorno and Horkheimer and the “culture industry”. 
The general concept was that the mass media was used by elites 
to influence people into being docile citizens. In this view, the 


‘ The term culture industry (or ‘Kulturindustrie’ in German) was first pre- 
sented in 1944 by Horkheimer & Adorno in the chapter “The Culture Indus- 
try: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” in Dialectic of Enlightenment (1972, pp. 
120—147). They claim popular culture is the standardized production of 
films, radio programs, magazines, etc. that is used to keep mass society pas- 
sive. 
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media is a social-political instrument for governments and busi- 
ness conglomerates. When I studied at the University of Amster- 
dam in the mid-1980s, most of my lecturers had come up during 
the turbulent 1960s and were skeptical of authority. But we stu- 
dents were more practically inclined. From 1980 onward the 
Netherlands had been in an economic recession, and we priori- 
tized our careers over ideological commitments. The develop- 
ment of new media was just about to explode, and there were 
increasing creative and business opportunities. Even though I 
decided to pursue a career in the media following my master’s 
degree, I was influenced by my education and always harbored 
a fundamental distrust of large media organizations, both pri- 
vate and state owned. 

Two years after I left university, I got my first job as a tele- 
vision journalist at the news department of RTL-Veronique.’ 
This was the first commercial broadcaster in the Netherlands, so 
I was anxious to experience how private advertisers would in- 
fluence the sector. Instead, I saw how television journalism was 
not so much hindered by governments or multinationals, but ra- 
ther by the limitations of the journalists themselves, and the 
budget they had to work with. As a fresh journalist working at a 
fledgling news organization, I witnessed all kinds of mistakes 
and saw how personal relations sometimes influenced the news. 

There was the time one reporter refused to get out of the 
bathtub in his Prague hotel because he claimed he had earned 
some time off from work. By doing so, he missed Vaclav Havel’s 
famous speech at Wenceslas Square, ending communism in 
Czechoslovakia.* To make things even worse, his hotel was 


? RTL-Veronique was the Dutch subsidiary of the CLT (Compagnie Luxem- 
bourgeoise de Télédiffusion), the present RTL Group SA. This company has 
had commercial television stations in Luxembourg since 1954. When Euro- 
pean broadcasting was liberalized from 1988 onwards, RTL expanded their 
operations to other European countries. The Dutch TV-station RTL-Ve- 
ronique (now RTL4) started in 1989. 

3 On 23 November 1989, over 300,000 people gathered on Wenceslas Square 
as Havel, leader of the Civic Forum, presented a declaration on the move- 
ment’s program. This led to the successful Velvet Revolution. Three weeks 
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situated on the very same Wenceslas Square. Another example 
is more personal; once, long before the internet was widely 
available, I played the wrong videotape during the daily news 
broadcast. I played images from a demonstration in Serbia dur- 
ing a story about a demonstration in Bulgaria. Both countries 
use a Cyrillic alphabet and I could not tell the difference. But the 
Serbian and Bulgarian viewers in my country sure could, and 
many called to complain to my editors. I learned the hard way 
what it means to start a news show and try to build the public’s 
trust. 

But for us at RTL-Veronique, being the newest journalists on 
the block also had its advantages. We were nimble. During the 
Gulf War (1990-1991), Iraqi president Saddam Hussein had a 
habit of giving regular 7 p.m. televised speeches. Our daily news 
show started at 7:30 p.m. That gave us very little time in which 
to report on the speeches. We had to first listen to the speech (in 
Arabic) and judge what the most newsworthy soundbite was, get 
the quote to a translator, edit the quote with subtitles and make 
sure the videotape (!) was ready in the studio downstairs before 
the news started, because it was often the opening story. The 
Netherlands public broadcaster would broadcast its own daily 
news report at 8 p.m., and even though it had more time than 
us, it still could not manage to edit and subtitle the quotes. Once 
when I watched its show, all the way at the end of its report the 
anchor read from a piece of paper: “This is just in, Saddam Hus- 
sein told the world...”—that was at 8:30 p.m., one hour after our 
news had the same quote, translated, as the opening of our bul- 
letin and the presentation, fully prepared on autocue. The public 
broadcaster, which was 40 years older than our channel, seemed 
to us to be bureaucratic, slow, and arrogant. 

During my three years working for that commercial station, 
I never experienced any influence from its owners, the govern- 
ment, or from powerful advertising companies. On the contrary, 
the many newly formed commercial television stations across 
Europe instead recognized that news is at the heart of any 


later communist rule in Czechoslovakia (now divided into the Czech Republic 
and the Slovak Republic) was over. 
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television station. This was especially true in the early 1990s, 
when the Iron Curtain fell, the Gulf War took place, the Soviet 
Union collapsed, and war erupted in former Yugoslavia—all in 
less than five years’ time. Commercial television executives cre- 
ated adequate budgets for their news shows, understanding that 
if your channel’s news is not credible, you have a serious prob- 
lem establishing your overall brand. What really impacted new- 
comers to the news business was incompetent people doing 
sloppy jobs, reporters (such as myself) and desk editors without 
proper historical knowledge, and executive editors giving poor 
instructions. From this experience, I learned that good televi- 
sion news means journalists working under experienced sen- 
iors: editors who understand the stories, understand the con- 
text, but also understand the creative and technical possibilities 
and limitations of news production. I learned the importance of 
mentorship. 


To Myanmar 


This links the narrative to Myanmar, and to all the young men 
and women who wanted to become journalists after the democ- 
ratization process started. Because of the history of their coun- 
try, they did not have any institutionalized guidance from sen- 
ior journalists and there was a lack of the kind of advice needed 
to learn the trade. Mentorship was sorely needed. In this de- 
prived context, the white knights from Western countries, with 
all their amassed experience, came to save the day. Or did they? 

After experiencing most aspects of news production, includ- 
ing being a war correspondent in Yugoslavia, I considered re- 
turning to university to do a PhD on bias in television journal- 
ism. But the lure to make lasting documentary films was greater. 
For the next two decades I worked in documentary film. In 2009 
I was directing a series about press freedom in vulnerable coun- 
tries and one of the episodes was about the Democratic Voice of 
Burma (DVB),‘ at that time the biggest Myanmar media 


“ DVB started as a radio channel in 1992. In 2005 they were pushed by their 
donors to start a satellite television-channel. 


Kay Mastenbroek | 271 


organization working outside the country—based in Chiang Mai, 
northern Thailand. Since then, I have worked with Myanmar 
journalists on documentaries for Dutch public television, inter- 
national productions, and many projects with Burmese news 
agencies. 

Television journalism is complicated, because it involves 
camerawork, editing, visual narratives, etc., and the combina- 
tion of all these elements into one story. Thirty years ago, tele- 
vision journalism was an elite business. When I started my ca- 
reer in 1987, the equipment to make a story (camera, sound, ed- 
iting, etc.) would set you back around half a million U.S. dollars. 
Now the same equipment (up to the 4K standard) can be bought 
for U.S. $5,000. That is a 99 percent reduction, the change in the 
value of the dollar not included. Today, kids are making wonder- 
ful TikTok videos on their phones. Of course, most TikTok videos 
are not prime examples of quality journalism, but with so many 
young people gaining experience telling visual stories, it is inev- 
itable that new and differently skilled television journalists will 
continue to influence the visual language of the news in the fu- 
ture. 

Because news production used to be so expensive, the pres- 
sure to improve quickly was enormous. When I worked for the 
RTL news show, I saw it professionalize rapidly in its first two 
years: rotten apples were kicked out anda couple of editors from 
the public broadcasting news department were lured away to 
make up for the lack of experience. Granted, this was under the 
pressure of the news explosion at the time, which I describe 
above, but still, when I began working with Myanmar organiza- 
tions in 2009, I had the thought: if a modest commercial televi- 
sion station in Europe can change for the better, why did Myan- 
mar’s exile media organizations take so long to develop quality 
television news? 

I think there are several reasons why television production 
was initially such an obstacle for Myanmar exile media. First, 
journalists need competition. Getting a scoop is the highest 
honor in the career of a journalist, but creative elements like 
special camerawork, undercover filming, and an original 
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(visual) approach of a story can be admired by one’s peers as 
well. In Myanmar under military rule there has been little to no 
organic competition between private and public news agencies. 
Instead, there was competition between the three exile media 
organizations” (perhaps better described as trench warfare), in 
which getting the most money from the donors was sometimes 
the main objective, rather than reporting innovative news and 
getting a scoop. 

Second, the country’s audio-visual tradition (movies and 
television) has been on ice since the 1950s. Before the country’s 
independence from the United Kingdom, the media was re- 
stricted by the imperatives of colonial rule. People in Myanmar 
lived in relative audio-visual isolation, while much of the world 
was inundated with such media, especially after the 1980s. Alt- 
hough most of the exile media journalists from Myanmar were 
living in Thailand, with a very vibrant television industry, they 
tended to ignore the Thai media environment. In Thailand I 
never met a male Myanmar journalist who spoke more than a 
few words of Thai, despite many having lived there for over a 
decade. Women were more likely to speak Thai, especially after 
Thai soap operas became popular with Myanmar audiences after 
2012. 

Third, most Myanmar media organizations had a tendency 
for ‘Asian-style’ (for lack of a better descriptor) top-down man- 
agement. Top-down hierarchy is quite common elsewhere in the 
news industry, but editors also usually push their staff to display 
personal initiative. Furthermore, open criticism of management 
is a sacrilege in Myanmar. There were plenty of complaints in 
the pub after work, but not on the work floor. 

These first three reasons are not hard to comprehend. But 
the fourth one is more subtle: Asian narratives do not neces- 
sarily fit contemporary (and perhaps also Anglo-Saxon) ways of 
storytelling. Television dictates a straightforward, assertive, 
and crystal-clear way of storytelling, without fear of stepping on 
someone’s toes. These objectives are many times at odds with 


° The three are DVB, Mizzima and the Irrawaddy. 


Kay Mastenbroek | 273 


common customs in Asia. (But to be clear, many top journalists, 
far better journalists than me, have worked for these exile me- 
dia organizations that were, and still are in most cases, run by 
intelligent and highly motivated local journalists, with courage, 
determination, and good instincts.) 

In 2010 the generals decided to release Aung San Suu Kyi 
from house arrest.° I saw the first images while drinking sapi’ at 
a bar on the Chinese border of Kachin State. My colleagues and 
I might have even had one or two cups too many that night. We 
hoped her release would change everything, for the country, but 
also for journalism. The generals were finally going to take de- 
mocracy seriously. When DVB representatives went to the capi- 
tal, Nay Pyi Taw, in 2012 for the first time to negotiate opportu- 
nities for free media in Myanmar and the possibility for their 
return to the country, they were truly amazed at how they were 
received. At the Ministry of Information,* they were only asked: 
“What do you want? How can we help you?” When I came across 
the DVB representatives returning from the capital the same 
evening, they were euphoric and could hardly believe what they 
had experienced that day. 

There was freedom of the press for the first time, but that 
did not solve the problem of professionalization, or the lack of 
experienced leaders to supervise the impending explosion of 
media. Fortunately, Western donors, who have supported My- 
anmar’s exile media for years, foresaw this. It was 2013, two 
years after the start of the democratization process. Exile media 
had settled in Yangon and money was released for countless 
training sessions and workshops. Every self-respecting donor 
had a jar of money for media training. And thousands of young 
people in Myanmar wanted to get into journalism. 


° The first images of people gathering at Aung San Suu Kyi’s house were 
broadcast by DVB on 13 November 2010. 

” Kachin beer fermented from purple rice. 

’ The meeting was in February 2012 with Minister of Information U Kyaw San 
and Ye Htut, the Director General of the Ministry of Information. Ye Htut 
later became Minister of Information. 
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I conducted several training programs and weekly courses 
on investigative journalism for the Myanmar Journalism Insti- 
tute (MJI).° The problem was that many donors had very similar 
training programs to one another aimed at the new generation 
of journalists. At one point my favorite fixer and dear friend told 
me he would choose which journalism workshop to attend that 
day by checking the hotels that they were being held in. Differ- 
ent hotels have different catering and he liked to have the best 
lunch. Usually, he was available after lunch for working with me, 
as he skipped the afternoon (after lunch) program. 

These many training opportunities came mostly from the 
Anglo-Saxon journalism tradition. Anglo-Saxon media from the 
UK and the U.S. dominates journalism globally, and news stories 
and television documentaries often follow a number of Anglo- 
Saxon rules of storytelling. Other big European countries with a 
long audio-visual tradition, like Germany, Italy, and France, 
claim to have their own style of television production. But if you 
look at their international outlets,’® you can see they are in fact 
still largely modeled on their Anglo-Saxon contemporaries. The 
same goes for Chinese and Russian international news outlets, 
although they mainly use persuasive techniques of storytelling 
and have less respect for openness and the truth. 

Anglo-Saxon journalism is a respectable tradition, but it em- 
bodies a superiority complex that marginalizes local traditions. 
I felt the reactions to this among the young journalists being 
trained at the MJI. They wanted to listen to the lessons, but at 
the same time they felt that the trainers failed to try and under- 
stand their country. These suspicions were justified. The West- 
ern media trainers I met in those days were often freelancers 
who simply needed jobs to pay for their stay in Asia. Some for- 
eign trainers had been promoted to Myanmar-based jobs and 


° This institute gave full-time and part-time training sessions for starting 
journalists and was co-founded by Deutsche Welle Akademie, a German NGO 
that provides training for journalists in several countries. Their budget 
comes from Germany’s Ministry of Development Cooperation. 

*° The French international news channels are France 24 and TV5 Monde and 
Germany’s international news channel is Deutsche Welle news. 
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were bitter about their experiences at their home offices. They 
vented their ill-will onto the trainees. The good ones in this co- 
hort of trainers were those who tried to understand Myanmar 
and opened up their hearts to the country. Not infrequently, 
people in this group had an intimate relationship with a Myan- 
mar person. That makes a difference, of course. My own way of 
really getting in touch with the young journalists was by putting 
a few words of Burmese in my class. Immediately the atmos- 
phere in the group changed. “Hey, this man has a thing for our 
country, he's not just here for that generous daily allowance he 
gets.” 

Despite the problems I mention above, many young journal- 
ists became much wiser through the training sessions. There 
was plenty of work for them due to the boom in media outlets, 
so they were able to immediately put their new lessons into 
practice and develop into professionals. But for me it was not 
enough. I saw too big a gap between the talk of the Western 
trainers and the actual stories in the media. The development of 
TV journalism was going too slowly. Not to mention the devel- 
opment of investigative journalism, my specialty. That is why I 
changed tack and opted for the hands-on technique: guiding a 
small group of talented journalists in making investigative doc- 
umentaries that expose the deeper layers of injustice and cor- 
ruption. 

I started out working with an exile media organization. Af- 
ter being an independent freelancer, paying people per day, I 
had to get used to the dynamics of a media organization, which 
sometimes have a different work ethic than freelancers, who are 
dependent on their next job and need to make their temporary 
employer happy. Quite a number of my new colleagues did not 
mind cutting corners and were very disappointed when asked to 
repeat a task more completely. One foreign producer of the first 
news talk-show in Myanmar, the multi-camera “DVB Debate”,"’ 
recalled to me that the crew call for the first recording of the 
show was 9 a.m. on a Saturday. He told me the crew arrived 


“ DVB Debate was broadcast from 2013 till 2020. It was funded by USAID. 
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unwillingly at around 10 a.m., most of them with hangovers. 
When he asked: “Where is the equipment?” the reply was: “You 
didn’t tell us to bring the cameras”. This may sound like an iso- 
lated incident, but stuff like this happened. The DVB Debate 
went on to become a huge success, and after a few months the 
crew worked like a well-oiled machine. But this anecdote shows 
some of the healthy resistance to foreign producers. As a foreign 
media expert, you had to work to prove that your way was 
worthwhile. 

A major obstacle to fostering a culture of balanced journal- 
ism in Myanmar was the premise, basic to Western journalists, 
of attempting to tell both sides to a story. This often manifested 
in Myanmar journalists’ unwillingness to seek out interviews 
with representatives of the military and its affiliates. This 
seemed to have two main causes. Why interview people who 
only lie about the ways in which they enrich themselves and 
make people suffer? The other, and more common, reason was 
fear of repercussions. In 2021, I was filming an elections meeting 
with Aung San Suu Kyi in the Ayeyarwady Delta. I worked with 
a local journalist to assist with travel and filming. While I was 
plowing through the crowd to find a spot to film from, my col- 
league saw a man who they recognized as one of their interro- 
gators during their time as a political prisoner. Although the 
journalist was not on a wanted list at that time, he panicked and 
immediately fled the scene. He called later to apologize for his 
behavior, and I told him that I understood what happened, 
which was partly a lie, as it was hard for me to understand his 
emotional reaction. While we had worked together before, we 
still had to learn a lot about each other. The ghosts of the past 
were still omnipresent, although younger journalists were more 
assertive towards authority than the older generation, not hav- 
ing been affected by so many decades of oppression by military 
dictators. Documentaries featuring these culprits were much 
more appreciated than the more activist-style expository docu- 
mentaries. However, preaching to the choir does not make for 
exciting video journalism. 
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One of the best journalists I worked with on these documen- 
taries had spent years in prison. It took many days of work be- 
fore he decided that an objective, rather than activist, approach 
was more important for good journalism. Of course, I could un- 
derstand that he still had a bone to pick with the military, but in 
the end, objectivity was his strongest weapon. In 2019, we made 
a documentary in which no fewer than two top generals and two 
leading administrators from the previous Than Shwe regime 
were interviewed about the way low-ranking army veterans are 
treated by the Myanmar military. It became our biggest success, 
with more than six million hits on Facebook and YouTube. My- 
anmar people are actually begging for stories about their violent 
past and present, partly because during the democratization 
process there was a tacit agreement not to talk about the past. 
This denial of the extent of suffering and injustice is one of the 
reasons Myanmar is now once again an overt military dictator- 
ship. If you ignore gross human rights, you lay the foundation 
for new human rights violations. 

News media plays a crucial role in the collective processing 
of a dark past. In a documentary we produced about forced labor 
in Kayah State in the mid 1990s, we interviewed both military 
commanders, responsible for the execution of forced labor, and 
victims, mostly Karenni villagers. One of the forced laborers tells 
his story: How he tried to escape, how his friends died in front 
of him, about the punishments he received. In his last quote he 
thanks the filmmakers, with tears in his eyes, for giving him the 
opportunity to tell his story after 25 years. When you feel the 
pain, when a story touches your heart, is when the media is part 
of processing the past. I cannot emphasize enough how im- 
portant trauma processing is for millions of people in Myanmar, 
especially now that the military has added another, even blood- 
ier, tragic chapter to the country’s history. When there’s an op- 
portunity, politicians, donors and the international community 
all want to move on and ‘hit reset’ to build a better country. But 
ignoring the past and denying victims a platform to express 
their grief and anger means you do not deal with the reasons for 
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the state the country is in. Especially when your country is one 
with severe structural social and economic inequality. 

I am trained in Anglo-Saxon journalism with a Dutch twist. 
All I can do is train others the same way, with respect for local 
cultures and habits. Because the documentaries my team made 
were meant for a Myanmar audience, any international viewers 
were considered a bonus, and I had to trust the journalistic in- 
stincts of my colleagues. Only a Western fool thinks he under- 
stands the country better than the people who live there. I could 
still instinctively feel what stories were most needed (maybe you 
learn this over the years). I had the advantage of not being in- 
fluenced by herd-journalism: when all the media jumps on one 
story at the same time. Sometimes my team wanted to go that 
way; even though we were ostensibly focused on long-form in- 
vestigative documentaries, it was tempting to jump on every 
piece of raw meat that was the center of attention. I explained 
that in fact we should only be interested ina story after the herd 
had moved to another piece of raw meat. Investigative docu- 
mentary needs time, it needs people to talk with reflection, and 
this usually happens only after the dust of the media storm set- 
tles. 

Cooperation between Myanmar and Western journalists 
was often hindered by language barriers. Poor education under 
military rule meant only a few journalists spoke English well. My 
best colleagues learned English by themselves, though pronun- 
ciation was still a challenge. There is a subset of journalists— 
strangely enough, mostly men—that almost refuse to spend time 
learning English. My motto was always: a good Myanmar jour- 
nalist knows English, because he or she always needs to be able 
to communicate with foreigners, and in international journal- 
ism, even in Asia, English is the lingua franca. 

Language was also a problem when writing documentary 
voice-overs. Usually, we started with a Burmese narration, 
which was translated into English, edited and translated back 
into Burmese. A 27-minute documentary with an English voice- 
over became a 30-minute documentary with a Burmese voice- 
over. At first I thought this was inherent to Burmese grammar, 


Kay Mastenbroek | 279 


but after a while I discovered my colleagues just liked elegant 
writing. Sometimes viewers would comment: “That is very well 
written narration”. Narration should not be badly written per 
se, but it should prioritize being direct, clear and short. In our 
line of work, you want to communicate to the widest Myanmar 
audience possible, which means to people who have not had 
much schooling. If you want to make literary art, you should not 
make investigative documentaries. I tried to convince my team 
to write plain and simple voice-overs but made little headway. 
Sometimes you just have to accept the position you're in. 

Our project was only a small part of the professionalization 
of journalism in Myanmar. Independent journalism grew from 
non-existence into an enormous media offering, especially in 
print, in the early 2010s. But the joy was short-lived. The media 
sprawl soon proved to have no economic basis, and journalists 
found themselves in trouble for not covering all the bases in 
their stories, as they were pushed too hard by their bosses to 
score. At the same time, donors were phasing out their contri- 
butions to the media in Myanmar. That was perhaps the biggest 
mistake they could have made. They had good reasons for doing 
so, as the funds distorted competition and were addictive for 
media organizations. But all those smart people working for the 
donors should have known that the margins for start-up news 
organizations were very small and that running a serious TV 
news department needs support unless you have a big (interna- 
tional) company behind you (there are no such companies in 
Myanmar for in-depth journalism—they exist only for football 
and international formats like the Voice’’). In the rest of South- 
east Asia, critical and independent TV journalism is not at the 
top of the priority list either. When Mediacorp™ launched its op- 
erations in Myanmar with a big party, it forgot to invite its own 


” The Voice is an international format created by the Dutch company Talpa. 
It has franchises in more than 35 countries, including almost all the South- 
east Asian countries, China, and Mongolia. 

* Mediacorp is the Singaporean public broadcaster, founded in 1937. It has 
six tv-channels, including Channel News Asia. 
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Channel News Asia correspondent and her crew. That is how im- 
portant Mediacorp considers its news channel to be. 

The donors should have realized that independent televi- 
sion journalism in Myanmar cannot support itself. Not in Myan- 
mar, and not in virtually any developing country. Western gov- 
ernments support serious journalism, especially documentaries 
and investigative journalism, but in Myanmar the new inde- 
pendent media had to make their own money, to reduce donor 
dependence, which the donors had created. 

There was something else most donors failed to see coming: 
the coup d’état by Min Aung Hlaing. I am not a highly paid po- 
litical adviser, but I could predict that after a period of ascend- 
ant democracy, there very well could be an army coup. That was 
only logical and had precedent in Myanmar and the wider re- 
gion. On the night before the coup, I had a glass of wine with an 
experienced journalist in Yangon celebrating that the threat of 
a military coup was no longer on the table. The day before, Min 
Aung Hlaing had said that there was no question of a coup (just 
as Russia would not invade the Ukraine). We were all wrong. But 
those consultants and donors, in particular, should have known 
this, or at least kept the option open. 

This error of judgment was not only made by the donors, 
but also by the Myanmar media itself. When I advised the man- 
agement of DVB in 2018 to prepare an exit plan in case the mili- 
tary took power again, I was laughed at. Donors should have 
used their influence to compel media organizations to draft an 
exit strategy. They also should have intervened in the old-fash- 
ioned management culture across different media. The donors 
would say: “That is going too far. We cannot force our partners 
to do anything”. This is understandable, but when I do a video 
edit with my Myanmar colleagues and I see a particularly bad or 
dangerous mistake, I don't say: “Would you like to think about 
that?” No, it's more like: “How could you make such a serious 
mistake?” That’s how I was trained by my supervisors and that’s 
how I raise my team members. It may not make them happy, but 
they know that I only strive for better documentaries and that I 
want to prepare them, willingly or unwillingly, for their own 
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future leadership. If they sometimes wake up at night sweaty 
and screaming because they had a nightmare about documen- 
tary editing, I say: “They have had a ‘sustainable’ change in their 
mindset”. 


Conclusion 


This article is not a straight story you can put a ruler along. It is 
a summary of experiences over the last 12 years, in which a jour- 
nalistic miracle happened in Myanmar, thanks in part to money 
and efforts from North America, Europe and Down Under. A pe- 
riod in which Myanmar journalists did amazing things (and 
sometimes messed up). Above all, this was a period in which, 
perhaps against our better judgment, we dreamed of a perma- 
nent situation of press freedom. Then came 1 February 2021, and 
everything was broken at once. 

I need not elaborate further on the drama that unfolded af- 
ter that evil day and how the generals in a Pavlovian response 
banned most media soon after the coup. What did the media 
have to do with the supposed ‘election fraud’ that was the reason 
for the coup? In fact, one of our journalists made a documentary 
about the shaky preparations for the 2020 elections, which, de- 
spite the COVID-19 pandemic, was pushed through by the in- 
cumbent National League for Democracy (NLD) government as 
they expected a big win. Yes, yes, politicians... What would we 
do without them? 

The donors can now only make up for some of their mistakes 
by continuing to support Myanmar journalism wholeheartedly 
and engage the question of “How do you cover the resistance to 
the coup without openly supporting them?”. How do you cover 
the activities of the National Unity Government, which seems to 
have a big problem with criticism? These are important matters 
in this military-created chaos and misery. There are already ru- 
mors about shrinking donor budgets for journalism and exiled 
media agencies fighting over donor money. This is a shame, as 
journalism is an effective weapon to undermine the military re- 
gime without bloodshed, and perhaps more importantly, an 
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instrument to critically monitor politicians during the next 
democratic period, if it comes. The colossal mistake of NLD MPs 
has been that they have not involved the population enough in 
the democratization process. Like the military, they told the 
people of Myanmar: “We are your parents, you are our children, 
and we will arrange everything for you”. Such an arrogant atti- 
tude not only underestimates the dynamism of ordinary people, 
especially those in Myanmar, but it also paves the way for cor- 
ruption and despotism. And it is precisely honest journalism 
that is a powerful tool against military regimes, governments 
and opposition groups that are not so careful with the truth. 
Even more so in the times of ‘fake news’, because it is especially 
in the worst of times that people want, and deserve, to hear, see, 
and read balanced and unbiased stories that present as best they 
can the facts, without fiction. 
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Horkheimer, M.,& Adorno, T.W. (1972). Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
Herder and Herder. 


Pictured: Journalists who fled military 
repression prepare a chicken to eat 
after washing in the jungle near the 
Thailand border. 
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Starting at Zero as a Journalist in Thailand 
Shwe Yee Oo 
Abstract 


In this memoir, journalist Shwe Yee Oo describes how she joined 
the profession, resisted the 1 February 2021 military coup, and 
then fled to Karen State to work for a media organization based 
close to the Thailand border, right at the height of the COVID-19 
Delta wave in August 2021. Shwe Ye Oo worked there for several 
months before making the illegal journey into Thailand, where 
she has lived and worked since. She finishes the memoir with 
her resolute conviction that the revolution against the military 
will succeed. 


Becoming a Journalist 


I am a journalist and member of the resistance against the mili- 
tary dictatorship. This article is a short account of how I entered 
journalism, reported news through the coup, and fled to Thai- 
land, where I found out firsthand what it means to start your life 
again from zero. Without a job or a place to stay, I snuck in over 
the border as a stateless and illegal person and was promptly 
robbed of all my money. Really starting at zero. 

When I was young, I was afraid of everything and was shy to 
speak in front of others. I was the kid who just mumbled without 
making any sounds when the teacher called on me to talk in 
front of the class. Everybody around me was amazed when that 
shy little girl became a journalist. After I started in this trade, I 
slowly became more courageous. I learned that you needed to 
stand on the side of the truth and had to be brave to speak it. 

I entered the journalism industry after my final year univer- 
sity exams. I saw an advertisement for an internship and ap- 
plied. Two weeks later, I got my first job as a journalist at Kumu- 
dra Journal. Then, I attended a three-month training course 
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offered by the journal’s publishing company. Senior editors 
taught me the basics, such as what news actually was, and what 
ethics to consider when becoming a junior journalist. I also 
learned a lot from Saya U Ye Naing Moe and Saya Kyaw Yin 
Myint, who both taught me things I had never even heard of. 
Spending just five minutes listening to them was invaluable. 
Sayar U Ye Naing Moe always used both local and international 
examples for comparison when explaining the value of journal- 
ism. Sayar Kyaw Yin Myint imparted valuable knowledge about 
people and story depiction. I have now had many mentors 
throughout my career, and I had opportunities to attend both 
local and international training courses, but these two original 
luminaries and journalism instructors left a lasting impression. 

From that point on, I worked as a journalist and as an editor 
for journals, online news, newspapers, and for broadcasting de- 
partments where I covered news about ethnic groups, land dis- 
putes, and politics. There are so many things that stand out in 
my mind from my career as a journalist. As a girl, I only knew 
how to get to school and then back home again, but after I be- 
came a journalist, I was able to travel throughout the whole 
country and even to other countries to learn more about and 
further my profession. 

Even so, my father was upset when I chose this career. He 
wanted me to take a break after university and attend practical 
computer and language classes. He did not want people to think 
that he and my mother were allowing their daughter work so 
young, as I was not even 18 at that time. I paid my respects to 
him in the form of my first salary package, and while he appre- 
ciated the gesture, he still was not very happy. He did not smile 
until my first article ran and took up half of the second page of 
Volume 1, Number 1 of the journal. My father always kept a com- 
posed face, but on that day, he was positively beaming. After 
that, my parents never objected to my chosen career. They were 
proud of me and my new freedom. It’s not wrong to say that this 
motivated me to continue on this path. 

In 2012, I got a job at the first exile media outlet to re-enter 
the country. My work experience development really started 


Shwe Yee Oo | 315 


from there. I had opportunities to write political news and travel 
to ethnic areas. I preferred writing about internally displaced 
people and others living in unstable and active conflict areas. I 
always tried to get to those kinds of places whenever I had the 
chance. I loved talking with these people and getting to know 
them. 

In 2017, I switched careers from pure journalism to an in- 
ternational non-governmental organization (INGO) that focused 
on the development of journalism via the provision of journal- 
ism training. I regarded this as being as close as possible to the 
journalism industry without being directly in it. Although it was 
a different career, I continued to regard myself as a journalist 
because I was still in the same general field. I worked in the jour- 
nalism development INGO sector up until April 2021, after the 
coup. All of us in the media sector lost our livelihoods as our 
ability to work freely was abolished and we were forced into hid- 
ing by the military. 


Resisting the Military Coup 


I resisted the coup as a citizen against dictatorship by banging 
pots and pans every night as well as by protesting. My friends 
and I were part of the Myin Taw Tar protest in Thaketa Town- 
ship when it was attacked by police and soldiers from the State 
Administration Council (SAC) on 19 March 2021. They shot 
young protesters on the road with both rubber and live bullets 
and threw tear gas. We dispersed and ran into nearby streets. 
The soldiers were not satisfied with this single act of violence 
and followed us into the nearby residential area and kept shoot- 
ing, killing more people in the side streets. Some locals opened 
their doors and offered to shelter us. We hid there and went out 
when it was safe to continue protesting. 

That night we gathered at a friend’s house and talked well 
past the military’s curfew time. We decided to spend the night 
there, and at 8 p.m., we banged the pots and pans as usual. After 
that, we hung out and watched the news. At around 10 p.m., the 
ward administrator for my friend’s ward started banging on 
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doors and checking the household guest lists with soldiers. We 
were scared we could be detained. We thought frantically about 
how to escape if the soldiers came to check. We tried the back 
door, as well as the staircases. Fortunately, the soldiers did not 
come to where we were staying. 

While I actively participated in protests myself, I also sup- 
ported the media personnel bravely reporting from the streets 
every day by distributing safety kits to them. Later, when the 
protests died down and many young people went into the jungle 
to fight back against the military dictatorship, I contributed to 
the resistance by becoming a part-time remote editor for one of 
the media organizations that had relocated to the jungle. I also 
volunteered at a group assisting media workers and connecting 
those in need with useful organizations and people. 

However, I was not satisfied with myself. I kept thinking I 
was doing nothing meaningful and that nothing would happen 
by just sitting in Yangon. Every day I thought about how long 
this coup would go on. I could not figure out an answer. From 1 
February 2021 until now—October 2022—I have rarely had a 
good night’s sleep. When I was in Yangon, I always had to get up 
and check whenever a car passed by our house to see if the SAC 
was coming to arrest me. Then I would be stuck awake until 
morning. 


To Karen State 


At the end of July 2021, I finally decided to follow the many other 
young people who had fled to a liberated area (I.e., an area con- 
trolled by an ethnic armed organization), choosing to head to 
Karen State, where the media organization that I was working 
remotely for was based, with four of my colleagues. Our minds 
were made up to join the resistance against the dictatorship and 
work in the news. At that time, there were a lot of checkpoints 
on the way to Mon and Karen states. The thing I worried about 
most was my Citizenship Scrutiny Card (CSC) which I had hidden 
in my suitcase; on my CSC, my occupation is listed as ‘journalist’. 
If you were a journalist, the military would arrest you without 
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question. For someone like me, whose CSC confirmed incontro- 
vertibly that I was a journalist, the anxiety was unbearable. 

I was paranoid about disclosing my profession, the career 
that I wholeheartedly love. 

Our group of five finally arrived in Karen National Union 
(KNU) territory on 8 August 2021 at 6 p.m., when most of the 
country was celebrating the commemoration of ‘8888’. This was 
during the middle of the COVID-19 Delta variant wave that was 
devastating Myanmar, so we had to quarantine at a place ar- 
ranged by the KNU, near the village of the media agency we were 
going to work at. Living there gave me new experiences and new 
skills. New life experiences, so to speak. 

There were no other people in quarantine on the day we ar- 
rived. We unpacked our stuff and prepared for the two-week iso- 
lation period. The KNU provided each of us with a mosquito net, 
a blanket, a pillow, and a mat. Our accommodation was a frame, 
a concrete floor, a corrugated metal tin roof and blue tarpaulin 
sheet walls. There were three solar-powered light bulbs. All of 
us were from Yangon and, as new arrivals, we had yet to meet 
the people we were supposed to be working with. The conditions 
were totally different from the city; to be truthful, we were quite 
scared. We worried about the lights going out. We feared the 
millipedes and caterpillars that were crawling around on the 
floor. We were also scared of other people and the ghosts that 
we could not see. 

We set up two of the mosquito nets, sat inside them, and 
kept each other awake all night by talking until dawn broke. Af- 
ter that first fearful day and night, we checked out our sur- 
roundings. From the back of our building we could see the 
Thaung Yin riverbank; here, I would sit and stare across to the 
other side. At that time, I had no idea that one day I would cross 
that river to illegally enter the country on the other side. 

After acclimatizing to the environment and finishing our 
quarantine we finally joined the news agency. Its office and staff 
accommodation were in a single building. We were under the 
same roof as strangers and initiated new bonds. We reported 
news for the general population day in, day out, all while living 
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in the same house. We took turns cleaning. Access to water was 
a major issue as we were 20 people in the same house. In the 
mornings, we all had to line up to use the two toilets. We would 
go to the village well to bathe as a group. In summer, when the 
water in the well dried out, we just washed in the Thaung Yin 
river. For our village, the river was nature’s swimming pool. We 
learned a lot from the other young people around us—all aged 
around 20 years old; individuals committed to achieving their 
goals in any possible way given the situation. 

My colleagues and I all worked and cooked together as a 
group, but because everybody is an individual, sometimes we 
would still have disagreements and get mad at each other. Even 
so, we cared for each other and thought together about the light 
at the end of the tunnel. During the nights, we would have con- 
versations and sing under the moonlight to keep homesickness 
at bay. We had everything we needed to suppress the feelings of 
homesickness. We supported each other through thick and thin. 

In the modern online era, you can work and cover news 
from anywhere, but this is much easier said than done for jour- 
nalists in the jungle—especially for broadcast news presenters. 
News presenters like us from Yangon were used to reporting 
from soundproof studios in fancy buildings. In the jungle, we 
were presenting the news from ‘studios’ and ‘offices’ with tin 
roofs, that were half brick, half tarpaulin. When we presented 
the news, we had to shout literally as loudly as possible to be 
heard over the cacophony of roosters crowing and dogs barking, 
not to mention the sounds of the rain in the rainy season. During 
afternoon news sessions we presented the news while drowning 
in our own sweat, enduring heat from the lights and the sun 
without air conditioning or fans. 

During our time in Karen State, we met many artists, people 
in the Civil Disobedience Movement, and other young people 
who joined the armed resistance. I respected and admired these 
people, because although we were all living in hardship, I felt 
like I at least had a roof over my head and a computer to work 
on. I respect everyone who gave up their lives and jobs to come 
to the jungle, attend military training and sleep in a hammock. 
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We also met so many local people who looked after us very 
well. The smiles and encouragement from the honest and open 
Karen community made people like us—far away from home— 
feel inspired. Ah Naw from the shop at the edge of the village 
and Aunty Wah from the village kway teow noodle shop were our 
second mothers. We had their support and encouragement right 
up until the time we each left. 


Crossing the River 


In the first week of March 2022, I decided to leave the village, 
and therefore, the job, for reasons I will not go into here. I came 
to Thailand illegally. I crossed the Thaung Yin river, and from 
the village on the other side of the river, traveled to a small town 
in Thailand, spending two nights on the road. I brought my kit- 
ten, whose name was Pho Choi. He became my companion when 
his first owners left the village. He was so frightened at that 
time, and I looked after him in the village media office. I man- 
aged to get a backpack, through networks in Thailand, to carry 
him in and practiced taking him around so he could be ready our 
travels. Unfortunately, Pho Choi disappeared on the road in 
Thailand. I did not have the chance to stay longer to find him 
again. Up until now, I still feel bad that I left him. 

Once | arrived in Thailand proper, I was at a loss as to where 
to start. I had entered the country illegally. I had lost my own 
country. I was at a loss. A friend’s family helped me by inviting 
me to stay with them for a month. I moved in, but then fate 
mocked me when a thief broke into my room and stole all of my 
money. My friend and host family felt bad for me, but we dared 
not call the police. I was worried that if we reported the stolen 
money, the authorities would find out that my friend was har- 
boring me, an illegal immigrant. I did not want to cause any 
more trouble for them. I had been in Thailand for only two 
weeks when this happened. 

I had to start my life again from zero. I applied for one job 
after another. Most employers did not dare hire a person 
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without any official documents. I looked for full-time jobs that 
would suit me while doing all the irregular part-time jobs I could 
find. 

I experienced ups and downs and insecurity, and I thought 
constantly that coming to Thailand had been a mistake. A friend 
helped me find a psychotherapist to help me with my mental 
state. They also arranged for me to attend a mental health work- 
shop. After that, I had four or five counselling sessions with a 
counselor. I reflected on what was happening in my mind, what 
I was fearful of and worried about, what I had accomplished, and 
what my capabilities were. I also met people who were in the 
same situation as I was. I talked to them and pulled myself back 
up, knowing that I was not alone. After that, I felt a bit more 
stable and managed to get a job in the Myanmar news industry 
again, after five months of joblessness. 

However, depression, nightmares, and insecurity still affect 
most of us who left Myanmar. 

Whenever I see Thailand police I have the thought that I am 
going to be arrested. This haunts me to this day even though I 
have been in Thailand for more than seven months. I do not 
want to go back to seeing a counselor. I feel bad for those who 
are in worse situations than mine. I have come to hate myself for 
being overly sensitive to every little thing and for becoming soft. 
I do not want to be content in this situation where I feel so much 
insecurity and do not know when I will be able to go home. 


The Future 


If dreams come true, mine is to go home as soon as possible. I 
really want to get back home. However, we from Myanmar need 
to keep surviving and keep resisting before any of us can do that. 
One thing for sure is we all need to do what we can for the future 
of our country regardless of where we are. Everyone who does 
not want Myanmar to suffer under military rule is taking part in 
this resistance in any way they can. 

The military did not put us in this situation by accident. 
They planned it. They are still repressing the people through 
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horrible and cruel methods. They are still killing people. There- 
fore, there should be no negotiation with this military. We need 
to continue pushing forward with this revolution. The military 
and its power are on the wane. The resistance will definitely win 
one day. Then, we will need time to rebuild the country. We will 
not have a brand-new country the day that the military falls. We 
will need to pick up every piece and fix everything that has been 
lost and destroyed, and we will need to do this together in a 
united way—just as we have been united against the military in 
this people’s revolution. 

I do not know how long this revolution will take, but we 
need to keep walking, keep striving, until the dictatorship falls. 
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In Cells 
Danny Fenster 
Abstract 


On 24 May 2021, while waiting to board a flight to Bangkok, 
Danny Fenster was detained by the Myanmar military and held 
for nearly six months in Yangon’s Insein prison. He was sen- 
tenced in November 2021 to 11 years with hard labor for charges 
including sedition, unlawful association, and immigration viola- 
tions, but was pardoned a mere three days later. In this memoir 
Danny reflects on his time inside Insein prison, focusing on his 
routines, reactions and interactions with the guards and in- 
mates that surrounded him. The essay is taken from a larger 
work in progress about his time in prison. 


In a walled-off sub-subsection of the prison’s fifth ward, in front 
of two narrow rows of moldering cells, stood what one prisoner 
once claimed was the guards’ office, but what in fact was little 
more than a tin-roofed pergola with four-foot quarter-walls, a 
tiled floor, some plastic chairs and wooden pallets, and—on a 
rickety wooden table pushed against the structure’s north wall— 
a large, Chinese-made flat screen TV. People seem to gather nat- 
urally wherever there is a television, even when the power is 
out; with the military back in charge in Myanmar, the power was 
constantly out. The space, our central square, was as likely to be 
occupied by us prisoners as by the prison guards, who seemed 
anyway to be every bit the captives we were, confined each day 
to our small lot by the same red brick walls and reams of barbed 
wire. The tin roof offered the yard’s only shade. 

Guards would begin their shifts in sharp-creased and sweat- 
stained prison khakis—initially 12-hour shifts, but later, in an 
inexplicable effort to limit the spread of COVID-19, changed to 
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24-hour shifts—and they’d immediately slip their sandals off at 
the structure’s threshold, then step into the shade and begin un- 
dressing. As the guards they were relieving rose to re-robe, 
these new relief guards would strip down to their boxers and 
cotton singlets, pressed by perspiration into becoming a second 
skin, then slink into a chair and fan the thick heat from their 
faces. A command would occasionally squawk from their walkie- 
talkies and they'd slowly rise, reluctantly don their thick, 
creased khakis again and trudge off, leaving us with the TV and 
its military newscasts, wherein paddy yields were always up and 
the senior general had just completed another congratulatory 
tour of a melon farm. Approved entertainment programming 
was dominated by Chinese action movies—shining sports cars 
chasing one another through the Beijing night—or the over-the- 
top pageantry of Bollywood musicals. I heard that just months 
before, prisoners used to while their days away watching the 
BBC and the Discovery Channel. No more. 

The Monk told me about that day in the prison: 1 February 
2021, when the Burmese military rolled tanks into parliament 
and seized back power in an old-school, twentieth century-style 
coup. Still a free man that morning, I was pulled violently out of 
a boozy slumber by my roommate, a towering Brit with sharp 
features, platinum hair and pale skin, who stood in his under- 
wear leaning over my bed, shouting, “Mate! I think you better 
wake up, mate! I think there’s been a coup.” I was the editor of a 
news magazine then, and the days immediately seemed to 
lengthen to take in all that was newly happening: first tens and 
then hundreds of thousands of people marching in the streets 
against military rule, in the cities and then in the hinterlands, 
photos and videos coming into our newsroom and onto the web; 
shots fired into crowds, mass crackdowns, a growing civil war; 
press licenses revoked, editors and journalists arrested. When I 
was arrested, in May, most of the foreign journalists had already 
left. Newsrooms have since set up shop over borders and across 
oceans. 

On the day of the coup, the Monk said, everyone in the 
prison knew something political had happened. Most of the men 
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in our prison ward were military-allied civil servants, holdovers 
from the USDP' government charged by the NLD? government 
with a potpourri of petty corruptions—a couple hundred thou- 
sand kyat for a stamp and a signature, a box of cigarettes to let 
a parcel through. They could turn the TV on—there was power, 
the lights were on—but the signal was completely cut. Guards 
looked around confusedly, and their walkie-talkies crackled and 
barked with rumor and chaos. When the signal returned, all for- 
eign and English-language programming had been cut. As if time 
had jump cut two decades into the past, all that remained was 
state propaganda. These military men—middle-aged and grey- 
ing, thick in the middle, distantly nostalgic—burst into cheers, 
the Monk said. 

All of them, I like to think, except for Thet: middle-aged but 
too bald to grey, as thick from calf to shoulder as anywhere, 
thick through his arms and legs to his tater-tot toes and blood- 
sausage fingers. Thet was also a military holdover, but he was 
void of anger or ideology; he seemed merely to have ridden the 
accidents of birth and chance as best he could. He wore a tank 
top or a breezy prison shirt with three buttons at the neck and 
long, loose gym shorts every day, giving him a slightly bummish, 
bohemian air, and he smiled and bounced on the balls of his feet 
when he walked. By September, when the prison population 
thinned, resources dwindled and we began pooling our provi- 
sions, Thet would cook for the Monk and I, sweating over a sim- 
mer, peeling his prison shirt off and folding it into a towel, first 
to wipe his face and then to wrap it around the handle of the 
skillet. His language was a map of the strange borderlands he’d 
come from, a countrified Burmese that counted in Thai baht and 


‘The Union Solidarity and Development Party, a military proxy party stacked 
with former military soldiers and generals. 

* The National League for Democracy party, Myanmar’s largest and most 
enduring political party. Having won several elections since its formation in 
1988, the party has only managed to form and hold government once, from 
2016-2021. It comprehensively won the 2020 national elections, but the 
military staged a coup soon after. Since then, hundreds of NLD members have 
been murdered, assaulted, detained, tortured and/or forced to flee from the 
Myanmar military and its associations. 


Danny Fenster | 337 


” “7 


was punctuated with chirped English idioms. “How are you, 
am fine,” and “such a pretty lady” he picked up from Western 
tourists at bars along the Thai-Burma border, he said. With the 
Monk as translator, he told me unabashedly about how as a cus- 
toms officer he accepted bottles of whiskey for visa stamps, 
something that one day was standard practice and the next was 
a crime. “Johnny Walker,” he chirped. “Black Label!” 

Thet was also the first to show me that on the back of the 
flat screen TV panel was an input for a USB drive, and that, for 
as little as 5,000 Myanmar Kyat or a greasy handful of betel 
leaves, most guards would happily go home at night and fill 
thumb drives full of internet entertainments: illicit American 
films dubbed into Burmese; compilations of YouTube blooper 
reels and TikTok videos of East Asian girls dancing to pop songs; 
a single, maddening Taylor Swift video, played on TV on repeat. 

I did not find out about the USB drives or the illicit enter- 
tainments until, pacing the yard and seeking distraction one 
day, I thought I heard English voices. Peeking under the tin roof, 
I saw Thet sitting lotus-positioned in the shade on a wooden pal- 
let, staring fixedly at the TV. It took a moment for me to make 
sense of what was on screen. Two people inside a log cabin. A 
powdered wig, a ripped ruffle-trimmed dress. A man thrusting, 
a woman shrieking. It was an amateur porn video set in colonial 
America. Breeches down at the knees, bodice torn open. 

I glanced back at Thet, who’d turned from the screen to 
gauge my reaction. His lips parted into a big, toothy grin. He 
raised one blood-sausage thumb to me. 

“How are you!” he chirped. 


In a foreign prison, language is just one more locked gate, and 
its key is knowledge. Two years in Burma and one expensive lan- 
guage course down and I’d become able to tell a taxi to wait a 
moment. In prison I found myself constantly locked out of con- 
versations I wanted in on, invited in only at the whim of others, 
and only if they spoke English. This had its advantages too; not 
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a single one of the USDP guys, for instance, spoke remotely pass- 
able English. But on my side of the gate there were five of us, 
adulterers and seditionists and gunrunners and terrorists, stuck 
each day in this brick-bound yard and trying to pass the time. 

Doc shared a cell with the Monk. Boyish and barely 30, born 
along the brackish and impoverished veins of the Ayeyarwady 
river delta, his medical profession had made his parents prouder 
than they’d thought possible, but while tending to Burma’s sick 
and tubercular earned in their eyes great Buddhist merit, it 
earned him very little money. He had other plans for when he 
got out. Next to his bed stood a tower of English-language books 
on economics and business management. The Monk taught Eng- 
lish every Tuesday and Thursday morning to other prisoners 
somewhere beyond the walls of our yard; received parcels of 
fruits and sweets from his Yangon parishioners every two 
weeks; and took an astonishingly Zen attitude to the predica- 
ment we’d all found ourselves in. The last witness in his trial, the 
Malaysian plaintiff, had not returned to Burma since filing 
charges against him three years prior; every two weeks, he was 
summoned to an office at the front of the prison, where he 
would have the same scratchy video conference on the same, sil- 
ver brick of a laptop with a township judge: Did the witness show? 
No? Has anyone heard from them? Alright then, back to your cell—we’ll 
try again in two weeks. He was essentially being handed a life sen- 
tence one fortnight at a time. 

“It is very funny,” he once summed up the whole scenario 
to me, “but there is nothing we can do.” 

Aung Thet bought arms for the Arakan Army, which has 
been fighting the Burmese military in the country’s west since 
at least 2015. Maung Maung came from a ruthlessly persecuted 
minority population, and he was a prison veteran, the longest 
serving of any of us by far. He was loquacious, with skin like 
driftwood and a mouth betel-stained red like a vibrant wound. 
He’d once told me his terrorism charges were solely the result 
of his ethnic identity, but, on another occasion, when I asked 
under what circumstances he’d been picked up, he rambled out 
something like, “I was driving and they pulled me over and 
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called me a terrorist, they said I had a bomb. Were there explo- 
sives in my car? Yeah, there were explosives in my car, I have a 
whole warehouse of explosives—I’ll kill every one of these moth- 
erfuckers.” 

Not a single guard or police officer or prison warden or of- 
ficial spoke English, and so, slowly, these were the men who 
taught me how many letters and books I was allowed in prison— 
one package every two weeks of unlimited letters and between 
three and five books, unless you could bribe prison officials for 
more; what electronics were permitted—none whatsoever, un- 
less you could bribe a guard for an electric fan or a reading light 
or clock, or a USB thumb drive full of porn and Taylor Swift, or 
just about anything else, so long as it had no SIM card or signal 
to outside; what foods were permitted—nothing also sold in the 
prison commissary or in a tin can, though the lids of tin cans 
could be found bent or smoothed or sharpened into any of 
countless tools in every cell. They showed me, if in roundabout 
ways, that no rules were absolute, cause and consequence often 
bore no relation to each other, and justice was entirely arbi- 
trary. We'd gather each morning near the guards’ office, glance 
in at the military news casts, pace the yard. Cell doors opened at 
7 a.m. every morning; an hour or so later, two wiry convicts in 
royal blue robes carried in big tubs of what aspired to one day 
become lentil soup but was in fact a handful of beans floating in 
a lukewarm bath of salt water. Only the first few prisoners to 
queue got any beans. An hour later an even more worn-down 
pair of convicts in the same blue robes would haul in a massive, 
steel cauldron of steaming water, hanging from a wooden pole 
hoisted over each of their shoulders. They would set it down 
next to the guards’ office, and we’d all stand around watching 
the steam rise and making tea, then pace the yard. Lift weights. 
Pace some more. Stare blankly at the TV. Pace. Count the mili- 
tary war planes tearing by overhead. 

Around 2 p.m., two state newspapers, Myawaddy and The 
Mirror, would be brought in, duller and even less informative 
than the TV news, and Doc or the Monk would translate the 
headlines for me. Dinner—sometimes a small piece of chicken or 
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fish but often just more bean water and a bucket of white rice— 
came around 3 p.m. Lockup was at 5:30 p.m. on weekends, 5:45 
p.m. on weekdays. Always, someone was watching TV. Doc and 
the Monk seemed to be the only ones as uninterested in most of 
the programming as I was. The day I’d seen Thet watching colo- 
nial porn I’d rushed over to their cell, surprised and humored. 
What the fuck, I wanted to know—where had it come from? Also, 
the log cabin and powdered wigs? 

“Oh yes, some of them like that very much,” the Monk said. 

But, in an all-men’s prison, surrounded by other men, many 
of whom they shared cells with? 

“Right,” said Doc, “because then you have nothing to do 
with that”—here he made a fist “energy.” 

“Tt is very funny,” the Monk said. 

“You have to understand,” said Doc, “Thet is really into his- 
tory.” 

The Monk chuckled. 


Does a piece of writing qualify as a Burmese prison memoir if it 
doesn’t include at least one passage about Buddhist meditation? 
Let me tell you more now about the Monk, who may in fact have 
saved my life. 

Austere in dress and mild in manner, even keeled and self- 
effacing, the Monk was, in all ways and nearly at all times, eve- 
rything one expects of a monk. In his third year of on-trial de- 
tention for a crime he would never be found guilty of, he smiled, 
never scowled, walked slowly and spoke meditatively, ate last 
and always shared. He was almost cartoonishly monkish. Pris- 
oners—adulterers and addicts, seditionists and corrupted civil 
servants, but also murderers and gunrunners—approached him 
with their heads bowed and their hands clasped respectfully at 
their waists. Likely because of the quiet respect he commanded 
from prisoner and guard alike, the Monk was one of the few, and 
sometimes only, prisoners in our ward allowed an electric ket- 
tle, which he used to boil water for everyone else—several liters 
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each morning, poured into a pale green thermos embroidered 
with flourishes of fading, gold-stemmed flowers, set out on the 
edge of his bathing trough each morning. And every morning, as 
soon as our cell doors were opened, we’d queue at the thermos 
with plastic mugs and packets of instant coffee, our heads 
bowed. He would boil water and refill the thermos during mid- 
day lockup, and every day, after 2 p.m., leave it out for anyone 
who wanted afternoon tea. It was among the few mercies I 
counted that my cell was directly next door. At least twice a day, 
people would congregate near my cell, and though I did not 
share enough common language to speak with most of them, I 
could smile and nod and feel some slight connection to other 
human beings: Hey guys! Gettin’ coffee? Oh, you drink it black too? 
Alright! I'll just hang out over here. 

Before Doc left on bail and before Aung Thet was taken to 
another ward, four or five guys would come each afternoon with 
their heads bowed and their hands clasped, and they’d line their 
flip flops outside Doc and the Monk’s cell door before ducking 
inside, at which point I would pace back and forth out front, try- 
ing to peek inside. I could see them in there sitting barefoot and 
lotus-positioned, leaning forward and listening intently. Doc 
told me the Monk gave mini-lectures on suffering and detach- 
ment and Buddhist cycles of lives, lectures on strange cosmolo- 
gies I was locked behind the gates of language from. 

One day, perhaps inevitably, when none of the guys had 
come to hear the Monk speak, I left my flips by the door and 
slipped inside. He was seated cross-legged on his prayer mat, as 
monks are wont to do. The Monk had a cherubic face, rounded 
and soft, a broad flat nose, and rimless eyeglasses that darkened 
in the sun and cleared in the cell. Beside his bed was a neat stack 
of yellowing books, some in Burmese and some in English, Bud- 
dhist texts and English phrase books and a random novel or two. 
A lightbulb, hanging from a wire and jerry-rigged to run from 
his power outlet, hung loosely over the books. I leaned my back 
against the wall opposite him and asked him to teach me to med- 
itate. 


342 | Danny Fenster 


Meditation is very simple in theory, but can be difficult in 
practice, he said. Just close your eyes and feel your breath. Feel 
the air pass, slightly coldly, into and through to the back of your 
nostrils, then more warmly down and out. If you have to, say to 
yourself, in... and out. In... and out. Eventually you do not want 
to think of these words—hot or cold, in or out—because you 
want your mind empty of all concepts and ideas. You want only 
to notice the physical sensations of a given second. The air pass- 
ing over the tip of your nose at the pause between inhalation 
and exhalation. The tickle on your lip as the hair above it is rus- 
tled. If these sensations are too subtle to notice at first, he said, 
notice the chest or stomach expanding as you breathe in, deflat- 
ing as you breathe out. And then, for nearly 15 dark and bewil- 
dering moments, he was silent. 

Enough has been said elsewhere about how hard it is to keep 
the mind focused on the breath. It constantly wanders and won- 
ders, notices an itch on the inner thigh, grows antsy, feels the 
actual ants crawling all over the skin, the sleeping pad. Consid- 
ers what might arrive in the next parcel of books, imagines what 
loved ones are doing at that moment, when you'll join them 
again. It’s maddening, and it can be made worse by being told 
not to be mad about these diversions, but to instead simply no- 
tice them without judgement, to bring one’s focus back to the 
breath. Do this every morning for 15 minutes, the Monk said, 
and then for five minutes at the top of each hour for at least the 
first few hours of each day. 

I can’t say I was ever able to empty my mind of concepts and 
ideas. When I focused on the sensations involved in breathing, I 
noticed each stimulus in terms of hot and cold, tickle, inflation 
and deflation. My mind still wandered, but gradually less and 
less. Over several months, I don’t think I can say it ever made me 
feel any more okay with being in prison, but I did slowly become 
less bored. I paced less, even stopped biting my nails. I could lie 
down and listen to the drone of rainfall and, after a while, dis- 
tinguish between the splash of those drops falling just outside 
my cell and the whoosh of that more distant sea of drops falling 
farther away, and if I kept listening, I could hear even that 
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whooshing, distant sea dissolve into a sonic pointillism, hearing 
single, distant drops, and think they sounded kind of beautiful. 
Was this madness? Adaptation? I could do this, if not for hours, 
at least for dozens of minutes at a time, without being driven 
mad with boredom. People ask me now what prison “was like”. 
Eventually—not at first, but eventually—this, mostly, was it: lis- 
tening to the rain, feeling the chest rise and fall, watching the 
stilted dance two ants perform when they meet head on, hurry- 
ing along their paths on a prison cell wall. Zooming attention 
out to the entire wall, noticing the vast, vascular network of ants 
moving in tangled and pulsing lines all over your cell. Noticing 
the patterns in this network, how they resemble the veins in 
each waxy leaf of cabbage bought from the prison commissary, 
like so many rivulets spread across the Ayeyarwady delta, like 
highways spread over continents. Pondering the possible inter- 
connectedness of such things. But then, inevitably, getting 
bored and going to see what’s on the TV. TikTok. Porn. One day 
in August, on the state news, Burmese generals were meeting 
with Russian defense officials. Two days later, photos were 
splashed across the state papers of these generals in Moscow, 
shopping missile systems. And soon, competing with Chinese ac- 
tion flicks and Bollywood musicals for TV bandwidth were mov- 
ies with pale white men in pitch-black suits pointing pitch-black 
pistols at one another. They were Russian gangster flicks, 
dubbed into Burmese. I asked the Monk if he’d ever seen Russian 
movies in prison. He hadn’t. 
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